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“I will begin by saying that I call myself a Communist, and have no wish to qualify that word by joining any other to it.” (William Morris). 

I will begin by having to explain my designation of William Morris’ Communism as an ‘ecological communism’, in direct contradistinction to Morris’ own firm conviction that no other word needs to be joined to his espousal of communism. The twentieth century gave us so many variations of socialism and communism that qualification is required. In what follows, I wish to emphasise the extent to which social and environmental justice went hand in hand in William Morris’ conception of communism. This distinguishes Morris’ view very clearly and very sharply from the dominant state-party political conceptions of the twentieth century.

1 THE ART OF THE PEOPLE
The biggest mistake that one can make with respect to William Morris is to describe him as a utopian and a romantic. Morris’s description of organic society and architecture, his celebration of medieval values, his worship of nature and the natural life, his demand for simplicity, and his vision for a self-governing society without the state, law, institutionalised forms of all kinds, all identify Morris as something of an idealist, a dreamer even. And Morris could portray himself as a dreamer (Dream of John Ball, etc). And Morris could be left there, in the land of dreams, were it not for the fact that he a long, sustained engagement with politics. Morris, that is, sought the means of translating ideals into reality. 

There was little of the naïve idealist about Morris and his vision. Morris’ conception of freedom, equality and happiness was grounded firmly in real life, real people, their experiences and their potentialities. His vision of freedom and happiness was based upon real things, people and their powers and the conditions required if those powers were to be extended and enjoyed to the full – an egalitarian, cooperative society in which all shared an abundance of the necessaries of life, respectful enjoyment of the gifts of nature, the sun, air, space to grow. Morris soon came to understand that people were deprived of these conditions of freedom and happiness and sought to discover the reason why in the way that society was organised, the way in which people were arranged and resources distributed according to class relations. The problem, in other words, was not just one of riches and poverty but one of class and social relationships. ‘I went to Iceland and I learned one lesson there, thoroughly I hope, that the most grinding poverty is a trifling evil compared with inequality of condition’ (Letters p187). Morris demanded equality of condition, requiring the abolition of classes and exploitation. Morris, the supposed utopian, idealist and romantic, was actually a revolutionary socialist and Marxist: ‘I do not want art for a few, any more than education for a few, or freedom for a few’ (The Lesser Arts).

The identification of Morris as a practical revolutionary socialist contradicts the familiar image of Morris as a utopian. The point is important. Morris the utopian is an attractive figure to those who would like to commend his vision as an ideal but do nothing to act to bring it about. That was not Morris’s approach. For Morris, the utopian imagination served to locate collective dreams, hopes and aspirations within place and being and both activate and anchor them within a practical project of social transformation.

Morris is very strong on vision, both in terms of the description of the future society but also in terms of portraying the end so as to inspire a moral praxis amongst the people which would bring the end about. Morris always highlighted the vision which gave action its moral compass. ‘I want to tell you what it is I desire of the Society of the Future, just as it I were going to be reborn into it’ (“The Society of the Future” in AL Morton Political Writings of William Morris 1973). Morris has been criticised for too quickly jumping to the vision of Communism, writing little on the transitional stages in between. Actually, Morris wrote more on the politics of the transition than one may imagine. But Morris was always wary of the possibility of the means becoming ends in themselves. By foregrounding the vision so clearly and firmly, Morris ensured that people would always know why they are engaging in practical politics and would, in their moral praxis, ensure the innovation of the means most appropriate to the ends. Morris avoided the fetishisation of the means, something which the pragmatic socialists of both reformist and revolutionary wings cannot claim. 

The Socialism which we can foresee and which promises to us the elevation of mankind to a level of intelligent happiness and pleasurable energy unattained as yet, is to us enough of an ideal for our aspirations and as an incentive to our action.

E Belfort Bax and W Morris, Socialism: Its Growth and Outcome 1893:321

The ideal would serve to clarify existing aspirations arising from practical experience and would canalise action towards its realisation. News from Nowhere is a of utopian vision in this sense, outlining the contours of the Communist society of the future in terms which bore relation to actual political struggles. Throughout his many writings, Morris connected discussions of contemporary politics with the vision of the future society. There was a very practical political concern behind Morris’ constant appeal to vision. Having become a socialist, Morris was acutely aware of the extent to which middle class reformers of every stripe were colonising the socialist movement and blurring the divisions between classes in order to present the mildest social reforms through the state as ‘socialism’. This was, Morris argued, ‘state socialism’, actually ‘state capitalism’ as Kropotkin called it. Morris was aware of how easily the blurring of distinctions at the level of class and social relations would soon obscure the end of socialism. So Morris was clear that a genuinely socialist movement ‘is surely impossible without some high ideal to aim at’, since only a clear vision of the end to be attained would suffice to both inspire and guide the people to its realisation (‘The End and the Means’ in May Morris ed 1936, II, p420). Morris insisted on the importance of ‘being sure that we who call ourselves Socialists understand what we are aiming at…’ (“The Policy of Abstention” in William Morris, Artist, Writer, Socialist ed May Morris 1936 Vol II p451). 
The point is that the appeal to vision in Morris was not idle dreaming. Morris was appealing not to dreamers but to working class socialists and revolutionaries. The vision was a means of identifying and clarifying the end, making it clear what the purpose of political action is. The vision ensured that revolutionary praxis was as moral as it was political. It not only inspired action, it ensured that the means were always consonant with the ends. Morris was fully aware of the danger of fetishising the means, activists becoming so preoccupied with the means that they forgot about the end. To Morris, means and ends were interdependent and informed each other. For this reason, Morris’s vision was an escape from practical politics into a remote future, mere wishful thinking for idle dreamers, but a way of ensuring that the practical movement of politics always had the end in view.
Socialism was the endpoint of Morris’s moral, political and intellectual development, not the starting point. Long before he had discovered Marx, Morris had rejected the false values of commercial England. Morris’s medievalism was part of the mid-nineteenth century England romantic revolt against industrial capitalism, a world in which the market was the arbiter of value, and art, architecture and beauty was determined by their ability to pay. Medievalism demonstrated to Morris the example of a past existence of a society founded upon nobler and richer values with which to challenge the utilitarian age. Morris absorbed the new scholarship and drew the lesson that the Middle Ages was an organic community with ties and values that gave human beings a sense of their place in the world and their connections to that world and to each other.

Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin
The biggest influences upon William Morris’s early thought were Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin. From these Morris learned the essential dignity of useful and constructive labour and the role of art in expressing moral judgements about the character of society, particularly in terms of the quality of life. 
In Past and Present (1843) Thomas Carlyle criticised the emerging commercial society with an acuity and force that profoundly influenced reactionaries and revolutionaries alike. Marx’s observation in the Communist Manifesto that capitalism ‘has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous “cash payment”’ (Marx Rev 1973:70) comes straight from Carlyle.

All this dire misery, therefore: all this of our poor Workhouse Workmen, of our Chartisms, Trades-strikes, Corn-Laws, Toryisms, and the general breakdown of Laissez-Faire in these days, - may we not regard it as a voice from the dumb bosom of Nature, saying to us: ‘Behold! Supply and demand is not the one Law of Nature; Cash-payment is not the sole nexus of man with man, - how far from it! Deep, far deeper than Supply-and-demand, are Laws, Obligations sacred as Man’s Life itself: these also, if you will continue to do work, you shall now learn and obey’

Past and Present, Book III, Ch 9

The enduring importance of Carlyle lies in his moral indignation at the way that capitalism reduces all values to cash values. Carlyle was clear that no social order could survive in the long run based solely on the nexus of cash-payment: ‘Cash-payment never was, or could expect for a few years be, the union-bond of man to man. Cash never yet paid one man fully his deserts to another; nor could it, nor can it, now or henceforth to the end of the world’ (Past and Present, Book III, Ch 10).

Society is based upon the ties and bonds of real individuals. Morris’s later description of capitalism as this ‘so-called society’ comes straight from Carlyle. From Carlyle, Morris learned that a ‘society’ in which the only ties between individuals were those of cash-payment and self-interest is not a society at all, but a state of war:

We call it a Society; and go about professing openly the totallest separation, isolation. Our life is not a mutual helpfulness; but, rather, cloaked under due laws-of-war, named ‘fair competition’ and so forth, is a mutual hostility. We have profoundly forgotten everywhere that Cash-payment is not the sole relation of human beings…

Past and Present, Book III, Ch 2

Morris was also influenced by Carlyle’s stress upon labour as the root of life: ‘work is alone noble’ (PP Bk III, ch 4). ‘All true Work is sacred; in all true Work, were it but true hand-labour, there is something of divineness’ (PP Bk III, ch 12). ‘A man perfects himself by working’ (PP Bk III, ch 11). Carlyle taught the dignity of all labour. It was John Ruskin, however, who taught Morris that not all labour is dignified. Ruskin’s importance to Morris lay in his emphasis upon the role of creative satisfaction is labour. Ruskin was as interested in the character of the human beings who created the art and architecture of the period as he was in the buildings, paintings etc. Each person possessed creative powers, however latent. The various things that made up the physical attributes of the world were manifestations of that inner character. Thus the stonework of late medieval buildings revealed the character of the craftsmen who built them. The creation of the physical world was therefore an act of self-realisation, which Ruskin argued was an ontological necessity. To be is to build and vice versa. Ruskin affirmed that human beings realised their essential humanity through labour. To Ruskin, as distinct from Carlyle, this did not mean any labour. Rather, for self-realisation, labour had to be creative labour, employing the intellectual and moral as well as the physical and mechanical powers of the labourer. Ruskin therefore drew a sharp contrast between medieval and nineteenth-century society:

You must either make a tool of the creature, or a man of him. You cannot make both. Men were not intended to work with the accuracy of tools, to be precise and perfect in all their actions. If you will have that precision out of them, and make their fingers measure degrees like cog-wheels, and their arms strike curves like compasses, you must inhumanize them. All the energy of their spirits must be given to make cogs and compasses of themselves… On the other hand, if you will make a man of the working creature, you cannot make a tool. Let him but begin to imagine, to think, to try to do anything worth doing; and the engine turned precision is lost at once.

SV The Nature of Gothic para 12

From this perspective, there was little nobility in the work of industrial capitalism: ‘The great cry that rises from our manufacturing cities, louder than the furnace blast, is all in very deed for this, - that we manufacture everything there except men; we blanch cotton, and strength steel, and refine sugar, and shape pottery; but to brighten, to strengthen, to refine, or to form a single living spirit, never enters into our estimate of advantages’ (Ruskin The Stones of Venice, “The Nature of Gothic”, para 12).

The ‘accurate mouldings and perfect polishings, and unerring adjustments of the seasoned wood and tempered steel’ of the modern engineering industry revealed in all of their precision the slavery of the modern worker, the triumph of technique at the expense of moral and intellectual faculties.

We have much studied, and much perfected, of late, the great civilised invention of the division of labour; only we give it a false name. It is not, truly speaking, the labour that is divided; but the men: - Divided into mere segments of men – broken into small fragments and crumbs of life; so that all the piece of intelligence that is left in a man is not enough to make a pin, or a nail, but exhausts itself in making the point or the head of a nail.
SV The Nature of Gothic para 16
The extent to which the division of labour represented a differentiation within the human personality was an important theme in Marx’s Capital. Here, Marx noted that the fitting of human beings as workers to specific, limited tasks within the division of labour created slaves rather than citizens out of human beings.

It is not the place, here, to go on to show how division of labour seizes upon, not only the economical, but every other sphere of society, and everywhere lays the foundation of that all engrossing system of specialising and sorting men, that development in a man of one single faculty at the expense of all other faculties, which caused A Ferguson, the master of Adam Smith, to exclaim: “We make a nation of Helots, and have no free citizens”.

Marx Capital I ch XIV, section 5

Ruskin himself had gathered his insights and criticisms to produced a sustained critique of political economy, just seven years before the publication of Marx’s Capitalism. In 1860, Ruskin published a series of articles in the Cornhill Magazine which would later be published under the title of Unto this Last. The orthodox political economists, Ruskin argues, say that ‘the social affections are accidental and disturbing elements in human nature; but avarice and the desire for progress are constant elements. Let us eliminate the inconstants, and considering the human being merely as a covetous machine, examine by what laws of labour, purchase and sale, the greatest accumulative result in wealth is obtainable’ (198/9). Ruskin launched a systematic assault upon orthodox political economy, revealing each and every one of its fundamental assumptions to be untenable, superficial and contradictory. 
Ruskin developed Carlyle’s assumption of the nobility of work much further, valuing creative labour and condemning its absence under capitalism. Ruskin made it clear that capitalist laws of supply and demand could not express true value: ‘to be ‘valuable’ … is to ‘avail towards life’. A truly valuable .. thing is that which leads to life with its whole strength”. ‘The real science of political economy .. is that which teaches nations to desire and labour for the things that lead to life: and which teaches them to scorn and destroy the things that lead to destruction’. Labour reappropriated the category of labour from political economy and used it as a critical tool with which to condemn orthodox economic laws: ‘Labour is the contest of the life of man with an opposite – the term “life” including the intellect, soul and physical power, contending with question, difficulty, trial, or material force’. ‘The prosperity of any nation is in exact proportion to the quantity of labour which it spends in obtaining and employing means of life. Observe – I say, obtaining and employing; that is to say, not merely wisely producing, but widely distributing and consuming… Wise consumption is a far more difficult art than wise production… The vital question, for individual and for nation, is, never “how much do they make?” but “to what purpose do they spend?”’ Ruskin concluded with a statement of principle which offers the foundation of a new economics and a new society: ‘I desire, in closing the series of introductory papers, to leave this one great fact clearly stated. THERE IS NO WEALTH BUT LIFE’. The principle follows logically from the defence of creative labour. Creative labour, not labour as such, is essential to the self-realisation of human powers and capacities that is true wealth. 
Morris considers the tendency of human beings to decorate their artefacts as an expression of their essential humanity (The Lesser Arts in Morton). Decorative art is therefore the true art of the people. Morris also argues that the distinction between art and craft as the result of the division of labour under capitalism did not exist during the Middle Ages. As a result, art in the Middle Ages was created by the ordinary people.

Those treasures of architecture that we study so carefully nowadays – what are they? how were they made? … who was it who designed and ornamented them? The great architect, carefully kept for the purpose, and guarded from the common troubles of common men? By no means. Sometimes, perhaps, it was the monk, the ploughman’s brother; oftenest his other brother, the village carpenter, smith, mason, what not – a ‘common fellow’, whose common everyday labour fashioned works that are to-day the wonder and despair of many a hard working, cultivated architect. And did he loathe his work? No, it is impossible. I have seen … work done by such men in some out-of-the-way hamlet – work so delicate, so careful, and so inventive that nothing in its way could go further … no human ingenuity can produce such work as this without pleasure being a third party to the brain that conceived and the hand that fashioned it.

“The Art of the People” in Morton

The argument is pure Ruskin. Capitalism separated art from craft and created a false antithesis which raised some ‘higher’ arts – painting, sculpture, music, drama, building design – over the ‘lesser’ ones, which are mostly the decorative arts – weaving, dyeing, bleaching, interior decoration, fabric and textile design, woodworking, stone carving. However, the ancient buildings of Europe has left an enduring record of a time when the arts were unified (“How we Live..” in Morton).

Morris also learned from Ruskin to value the architectural achievement of the great medieval cathedrals of Europe; these cathedrals are a living record of the nobler and purer art and society that came before the degradation that had followed capitalism. For Ruskin, great art ‘compasses and calls forth the entire human spirit’. The poverty of the art of any period signals an impoverishment in the condition of the people.

It was Ruskin’s influence which enabled Morris to see the Gothic revival of the nineteenth century for the sham it was. True Gothic, as exemplified by the Middle Ages, cannot be separated from the work of craftsmen, workers who were free in working with hand and brain engaged. 

Those treasures of architecture that we study so carefully nowadays – what are they? how were they made? .. who was it that designed and ornamented them? The great architect, carefully kept for the purpose, and guarded from the common troubles of common men? By no means. Sometimes, perhaps, it was the monk, the ploughman’s brother; oftenest his other brother, the village carpenter, smith, mason, what not – ‘a common fellow’, whose common everyday labour fashioned works that are to-day the wonder and despair of many a hard working ‘cultivated’ architect. And did he loathe his work? No, it is impossible. I have seen … work done by such men in some out-of-the-way hamlet .. work so delicate, so careful, and so inventive, that nothing in its way could go further. And I will assert, without fear of contradiction, that no human ingenuity can produce such work as this without pleasure being a third party to the brain that conceived and the hand that fashioned it.

The Art of the People

Modern technique may be able to produce imitations of old forms, but the organic life that produced those forms in the first place cannot be so reproduced. Therefore, true Gothic depends upon the integral personality totally engaged in work, hand and brain in unity. In contrast, the wage labourer of capitalism is not a free, whole person but  a hired hand. Morris would soon come to criticise capitalist relations as both exploitative and alienative, extracting surplus value from the workers and in the process robbing them of their essential powers and turning them back against them in alien form. Capitalism was therefore a dehumanisation.

Morris therefore argued that the ‘progress’ of industrial capitalism had been achieved at the expense of the essential humanity of the poor, the homeless and the oppressed, as well as of nature: ‘unless people care about carrying on their business without making the world hideous, how can they care about Art?’ (The Lesser Arts in Morton).

In explaining how he became a socialist, Morris expressed his hatred of ‘bourgeoisdom and philistinism’, how these had created the a world of ‘the piston stroke’ and ‘hideous town’.

Apart from the desire to produce beautiful things, the leading passion of my life has been and is hatred of modern civilisation… What shall I say concerning its mastery of and its waste of mechanical power, its commonwealth of so poor, its enemies of the commonwealth so rich, its stupendous organisation – for the misery of life! Its contempt of simple pleasures which everyone could enjoy but for its folly? Its eyeless vulgarity which has destroyed art, the one certain solace of labour? All this I felt then as now, but I did not know why it was so. The hope of past times was gone, the struggles of mankind for many ages had produced nothing but this sordid, aimless ugly confusion: the immediate future seemed to me likely to intensify all the present evils by sweeping away the last survivals of the days before the dull squalor of civilisation had settled down on the world. This was a bad look-out indeed, and, if I may mention myself as a personality and not as a mere type, especially so to a man of my disposition, careless of metaphysics and religion, as well as of scientific analysis, but with a deep love of the earth and the life on it, and a passion for the history of the past of mankind. Think of it! Was it all to end in a counting-house on the top of a cinder-heap, with Podsnap’s drawing-room in the offing, and a Whig committee dealing out champagne to the rich and margarine to the poor in such convenient proportions as would make all men content together, though the pleasure of the eyes was gone from the world, and the place of Homer was to be taken by Huxley?

Why I Became a Socialist 1894

It is significant that Morris identifies Huxley rather than Darwin as the symbol of the new age. Huxley may have been ‘Darwin’s Bulldog’, but he publicised Darwinian ideas which distorted substantially what Darwin had actually argued. Huxley presented a caricature of the ‘theory of evolution’ which, not coincidentally, fitted the atomistic and egoistic competition for scarce resources of the capitalist market. Thus nature was portrayed as being ‘red in tooth and claw’, nothing but a merciless, amoral struggle for survival in which predation and acquisition were key attributes of ‘progress’. Huxley’s conception nature corresponded to the capitalist civilisation he saw unfolding in Victorian Britain.







2 ART AND COMMERCE

Morris’s interests in art brought him into direct confrontation with the commercial philistinism of capitalism. “It is still only too commonly assumed that any considerations of Art must yield if they stand in the way of money interests” (Address to 1st Annual Meeting, SPAB, May Morris, I, pp 116-7). This absence of anything resembling public conscience in a commercially driven order formed a stark contrast to previous civilisation’s: 

Consider London of the fourteenth century: a smallish town, beautiful from one end to the other; streets of low whitewashed houses with a big Gothic church standing in the middle of it; a town surrounded by walls, with a forest of church towers and spires, besides the cathedral and the abbeys and priories; every one of the houses in it, nay, every shed, bearing in it a certain amount of absolute, definite, distinct, conscientious art. Think of the differences between that and the London of to-day.

Just consider what England was in the fourteenth century. The population … at about four millions. Think then of the amount of beautiful and dignified buildings which those four millions built.. Not only those churches and houses which we see, but also those which have been destroyed… Those buildings .. contained much art: pictures, metal-work, carvings, tapestry, and the like, altogether forming a prodigious mass of art, produced by a scanty population. Try to imagine that. Why, if we were asked (supposing we had the capacity) to reproduce the whole of those buildings with their contents, we should have to reply, “The country is not rich enough; every capitalist in the country would be ruined before it could be done”. Is not that strange?

May Morris, I, pp 153-4

Morris learned that his interests in the arts and crafts could only be furthered not through the patronage of the rich, the people who had earned their wealth through a philistine commercial order, but only if the social order came to rest on the true definition of wealth and life.

But when society is so reconstituted that all citizens will have a chance made up of due leisure and reasonable work, then will all society, and not our ‘Society’ only, resolve to protect ancient buildings .. for then at last they will begin to understand that they are part of their present lives, and part of themselves.

May Morris, I p145

“I learned one lesson there .. that the most grinding poverty is a trifling evil compared with the inequality of classes” (Morris Letters p 187).

Luxury cannot exist without slavery of some kind or other, and its abolition will be blessed .. by the freeing both of the slaves and of their masters.

‘The Art of the People’, Works, Vol XXII p48

Morris therefore connects the health and well-being of the arts and crafts with the character of the civilisation within which they are grounded. The danger, he warned, is that:

Civilisation .. has let one wrong and tyranny grow and swell into this, that a few have no work to do, and are therefore unhappy, the many have degrading work to do, and are therefore unhappy .. Of all countries ours is .. the most masterful, the most remorseless, in pushing forward this blind civilisation.. For our parts, we think that the remedy is to be found in the simplification of life, and the curbing of luxury and the desires for tyranny and mastery that it gives birth to…

If this simplification overcoming relations of exploitation and domination could not be achieved then civilisation would implode into a sphere of universal antagonism:

The rending asunder for a time of all society by the forces of greediness and self-seeking, by the strife of man against man, nation against nation, class against class.





Morris’ political writings are dominated by a vision of the fully-fledged Communist society. Once Socialism ‘ceases to be militant and becomes triumphant, it will be Communism’ (“Communism”, Works, XXIII p271). In a phrase employed by both anarchists like Godwin and socialists like Marx, Morris argued that ‘government’ in a Socialist society would be rather ‘an administration of things than a government of persons’ (Letters p 287). 

With a philosophical anthropology which took an optimistic view of human nature, Morris could distinguish ‘true’ from ‘false’ society, a distinction which appears throughout Morris’ writings. Thus Morris opposed human relations and morality on the one hand to property relations and laws on the other:

That true society of loved and lover, parent and child, friend and friend, the society of well-wishers, of reasonable people conscious of the aspirations of humanity and of the duties we owe to it through one another – this society, I say, is held together and exists by its own inherent right and reason, in spite of what is usually thought to be the cement of society, arbitrary authority.

This is the vision of rational freedom beyond the legal-institutional incarnation of the rational nature of human beings. The realisation by human beings of their inherent reason implies the dissolution of constraining laws and institutions; human beings obeying their inner reason no longer need to be externally constrained to be good. 
The realisation of reason implies a communicative public which proceeds through an interactive dialogic process which unifies politics and culture, society and the individual in a way that the business of each becomes the business of all and vice versa. What matters here is not the rhetoric of parties and politicians in the pursuit of office within the capitalist state, reflecting the class interests of capital, but the effect of the interplay of ideas and feelings in sharpening moral and rational sensibilities. To Morris, politics was not about the petty power play between the ‘in’s’ and the ‘out’s’ but is inherently public in raising consciousness amongst the people of their oppressive conditions and the reasons for their oppression and in showing the action they could undertake in order to throw off their oppression.
 
Morris gives a strong assertion of the populist-ascending theme against the theocratic-descending theme of power, showing how that theme implies the end of Communism:

I will begin by saying that I call myself a Communist, and have no wish to qualify that word by joining any other to it. The aim of Communism seems to me to be the complete equality of condition for all people; and anything in a Socialist direction which stops short of this is merely a compromise … Communism also will have to keep itself free of superstition. Its ethics will have to be based on the recognition of natural cause and effect, and not on rules derived from a priori ideas of the relation of man to the universe or some imagined ruler of it; and from these two things, the equality of condition and the recognition of the cause and effect of material nature, will grow all Communistic life.

Morris’s conception of freedom is the ‘rational’ definition, identifying freedom as a collective good which is conditional upon the reciprocal relation between each and all. Morris explicitly repudiates the individualist liberal conception of individual liberty as licence: ‘If freedom from authority means the assertion of the advisability or possibility of an individual man doing what he pleases always and under all circumstances, this is an absolute negation of society, and makes Communism … impossible’. The ‘rational’ conception of freedom is based upon the unity of authority and autonomy, the one being conditional upon the other. As against the individualists, Morris recognises that since individuals live and realise their individuality in society, their freedom can only be achieved and enhanced in relation to other individuals. Collective negotiation and mutuality imply some form of authority. The question is not whether or not ‘authority’ should exist but how can authority be constituted in such a way as to facilitate human self-realisation and autonomy in relation with each other. Morris acknowledges that since differences of opinion would continue to arise in communist society, these must be settled by the vote and authority of the majority:  this ‘authority’ would take the form, not of force, but of ‘that something … made up of the aspirations of our better selves .. the social conscience without which there can be no true society’. Morris’ ‘social conscience’ is the inherent reason which is common to human nature and which induces all individuals to understand the extent to which their individual freedom is achieved not in abstraction from or antagonism towards other individuals but in relation to them. The full development of this understanding implies the dissolution of the state and law, since human beings as rational beings naturally and spontaneously generate the good in their everyday interaction. Thus, as Morris argues, the ‘social conscience’, serves to check any tendencies towards arbitrary authority. ‘Without that, there can be no society; and further … man without society is not only impossible, but inconceivable’ (Socialism and Anarchism in Commonweal May 18th and August 17th 1889).

I am not pleading for any form of arbitrary or unreasonable authority, but for a public conscience as a rule of action: and by all means let us have the least possible exercise of authority. I suspect that many of our Communist-Anarchist friends do really mean that, when they pronounce against all authority. And with equality of condition assured for all men, and our ethics based on reason, I cannot think that we need fear the growth of a new authority taking the place of the one which we should have destroyed, and which we must remember is based on the assumption that equality is impossible and that slavery is an essential condition of human society. By the time it is assumed that all men’s needs must be satisfied according [to] the measure of the common wealth, what may be called the political side of the question would take care of itself.

Socialism and Anarchism in Morton p214

The right and reason of the communist society is thus inherent in human nature and its realisation. The social conscience is a public conscience, implying humanly scaled public spaces as against the immense legal-institutional apparatus of the central state. Morris was critical of industrial capitalism as a bureaucratising and centralising order which massed individuals in large cities and states. Communist society would be constituted by small communes and villages scaled to human dimensions. But, despite expressing his sympathy with anarchism, Morris clearly rejected any individualist premise that separated individual and society, reducing both to abstractions incapable of any genuine freedom. ‘Anarchism, as a theory, negatives society, and puts man outside it. Now, man is unthinkable outside society. Man cannot live or move outside it’ (Justice Jan 27th 1894). Against the liberal perspective of the ‘isolated individual’, Marx affirms the Aristotelian perspective that the human being is a zoon politikon, a social animal. ‘The human being is in the most literal sense a zoon politikon3 not merely a gregarious animal, but an animal which can individuate itself only in the midst of society’ (Marx Gr 1973:83). Since the individual must always be a part of society, freedom must require some form of authority in the sense of the individual having to locate the individual pursuit of freedom within a collective environment:

I have always believed that the realisation of Socialism would give us an opportunity of escaping from that grievous flood of utilitarianism which the full development of the society of contract has cursed us with; but that would be in the long run only; and I think it quite probable that in the early days of Socialism the reflex of the terror of starvation, which so oppresses us now, would drive us into excesses of utilitarianism… So that it is not unlikely that the public opinion of a community would be in favour of cutting down all the timber in England, and turning the country into a big Bonanza farm or a market-garden under glass. And in such a case what could we do, who objected ‘for the sake of life to cast away the reasons for living’, when we had exhausted our powers of argument? Clearly we should have to submit to authority.

Morris flatly rejected any notion that future communist society would be a purely spontaneous and unmediated existence. The relations of individuals to each other implied a permanent need for organisation, both in the future society and in the political movement for its attainment. Morris’ emphasis upon reason in the form of social and public conscience led to the democratic constitution of authority in the form of the personal and voluntary bonds of society coming to replace the impersonal and external relations based on property ownership of and the need to secure order in the context of class division. The dissolution of the state and law, therefore, does not imply the abolition of all social bonds, but their re-establishment at a much higher level of moral development in the everyday reality of human and personal bonds.
Morris’ conception of authority is thus distinguished from both anarchism and state socialism. ‘Even some Socialists are apt to confuse … the co-operative machinery towards which modern life is tending with the essence of Socialism itself’ (“Communism”, Works, XXIII p275). From this fetishism of the institutional means resulted

the danger of the community falling into bureaucracy, the multiplication of boards and offices, and all the paraphernalia of official authority which is, after all, a burden, even when it is exercised by the delegation of the whole people and in accordance with their wishes.

“True and False Society”, Works, XXIII p236

Beyond necessary issues arising within production and distribution, the central machinery of the State would disappear. This would not be because the public responsibilities of the citizens would be fewer but precisely because citizens would assume a greater public role. 

It will be necessary for the unit of administration to be small enough for every citizen to feel himself responsible for its details, and be interested in them; that individual men cannot shuffle off the business of life on to the shoulders of an abstraction called the State, but must deal with it in conscious association with each other… Variety of life is as much the aim of true Communism as equality of condition, and … nothing but an union of these two will bring about real freedom.

“Looking Backward”, Commonweal, June 22nd 1889

To my mind in the new Society, we should form bodies like municipalities, county-boards and parishes, and almost all practical public work would be done by these bodies the members of whom would be working at and living by their ordinary work; and … everybody who had any capacity for such work would have to do his share of it.

“What Socialists Want”, Brit Mus Add MSS 45333; Lemire, Unpublished Lectures p230

Whilst Morris acknowledges the continuing need for authority to settle disagreements, these would arise more over matters of fact than of conflicting interests: ‘Would this or that project benefit the community more?’ The notion of party spirit splitting individuals into antagonistic groups could not emerge. The emergence of the federal principle with the nation would proceed within ‘the great council of the socialised world’; this would have ‘the function of the administration of production in its wider sense’;

It would have to see to ..  the collection and distribution of all information as to the wants of populations and the possibilities of supplying them… Also it would be its necessary duty to safeguard the then recognised principles of society; that is, to guard against any country, or place, or occupation reverting to methods of practices which would be destructive or harmful to the socialistic order, such as any form of the exploitation of labour.

Socialism: Its Growth and Outcome pp291/2

The lower federal units would send delegates to the larger federal units. ‘It was William Morris’s great hope that these branches growing and spreading, would before long ‘reach hands’ to each other and form a network over the land – would constitute in fact ‘the New Society’ within the framework of the old’ (Carpenter p125).

Morris makes it clear that it is not the abolition of all personal property that is the crucial measure, only that property which has the power for individuals to ‘turn it into an instrument for the oppression of others’ (“True and False Society”, Works, XXIII p236). During the transition period of Socialism, ‘people would be getting rid of the habits of mind bred by the long ages of tyranny and commercial competition’. Morris therefore highlights the extent to which the transformation leading to socialism is also a self-transformation in people, in their values, relationships, and outlook. 

It is not a small change in life that we advocate, but a very great one… Socialism will transform our lives and habits, and leave the greater part of the political social and religious controversies that we are now so hot about forgotten, useless and lifeless like wrecks stranded on a sea-shore.

May Morris, II, p199


The transformation of education would also accelerate changes in people.

It must of necessity cease to be a preparation for a life of commercial success on the one hand, or of irresponsible labour on the other … It will become rather a habit of making the best of the individual’s powers in all directions to which he is led by his innate disposition; so that no man will ever ‘finish’ his education while he is alive …

Socialism: Its Growth and Outcome pp291/2

As a result of such transformation, the idea of freedom as a public good obtained through the common wealth advances.
In attempting to spark conscious effort in the creation of the new social order, Morris contrasted the false and the true society in terms of a class between necessity and morality. Necessity and Morality, he declared, are the ‘two great forces which rule the world’: ‘if we give it all up into the hands of necessity, Society will explode volcanically with such a crash as the world has not yet witnessed’ (May Morris, II p202).

I am not going into argument on the matter of free will and pre-destination; I am only going to assert that if individual men are the creatures of their surrounding conditions, as indeed I think they are, it must be the business of man as a social animal, or of Society, if you will, to make the surroundings which make the individual man what he is. Man must and does create the conditions under which he lives; let him be conscious of that, and create them wisely.

“The Society of the Future” Morton p 191

Human beings have ‘conquered’ Nature by means of technique but have done so within exploitative and alienative relations. As a result, human beings have had their own nature ‘conquered’, instrumentalised, subordinated to the bondage of a new necessity of their own making. Morris identified this ‘Necessity’ with capitalism and its tendency to monopoly, hastening crisis and forcing the workers into closer combination.
And on the other hand morality, he eyes cleared by the advance of necessity, is beginning to remember the ancient legend of the first murderer, and the terrible answer to his vile sneer, Am I my brother’s keeper?

“The Society of the Future” p 456
 
For Morris, these formed merely objective preconditions of the communist society. Beyond this, the realisation of the unity of thought and creative labour would be achieved not simply in society, but in the life of each and all:

From this healthy freedom would spring up the pleasures of intellectual development, which the men of civilisation so foolishly try to separate from sensuous life, and to glorify at its expense. Men would follow knowledge and the creation of beauty for their own sakes, and not for the enslavement of their fellows… The man who felt keenest the pleasure of lying on the hill-side … among the sheep on a summer night, would be no less fit for the enjoyment of the great communal hall with all its splendours of arch and column, and vault and tracery.

“The Society of the Future”, May Morris, II p467

4 ECO-COMMUNITY
William Morris, like William Blake, was involved in the ceaseless struggle for the ‘building up of Jerusalem’, pursuing the great city of regenerate humanity against the divisive and exploitative interests of class domination. Morris sought to develop an appreciation of nature and beauty in order to make the world a ‘home of man’.

It is needful that a man should be touched with a real love of the earth, a worship of it, no less; and I think that as things go, that is seldom felt except by very simple people.. You know the most refined and cultured people, both those of the old religions and those of the vague new ones, have a sort of Manichean hatred of the world (I use the word in its proper sense, the home of man). Such people must be both the enemies of beauty and the slaves of necessity, and true it is that they lead the world at present…
Letters p150

Morris’ vision of a stateless, wageless, moneyless society was very close to the socialist end of the marxists as well as of anarchists like Peter Kropotkin. The often fractious debate as to whether Morris is an anarchist or a marxist is petty and pointless to the extent that it gets in the way of Morris’ vision:

he made the transition to revolutionary socialism but his greatest contribution may yet lie before him, in that he is by far the most powerful thinker of the past four centuries, in terms of both principles and practice, in the matter of how to organize and maintain a decentralized, collectivised, steady state, ecological society, in which both social responsibility and personal freedom are given equal emphasis, and guaranteed.

P.E. O’Sullivan ‘Environmental Science and environmental philosophy. II Environmental Science and the coming social paradigm’. International Journal of Environmental Studies 28, 257-267 (1987)).

That is, Morris looks to create a society of personal freedom and social responsibility – realising the ideals of liberalism and socialism – within a decentralised, communitarian, ecological society which is at peace with nature and lives lightly on the land. There was something of the Aristotelian conception of flourishing in Morris’ vision in that Morris was concerned that human beings should lead free, happy and dignified lives. This implied the creation of social conditions which enabled each and all to freely and fully develop the potentialities with which all human beings are endowed. But this was more than just social conditions. Morris understood that this free and full development was only possible on the basis of a healthy relation to the natural world. Morris saw nature not as an object to be mastered and manipulated by technique and organisation, as under capitalism, but as the basis of life on earth, an ally to be valued in a general flourishing. Morris’ enmity towards capitalism was first aroused by the way substantial areas of the natural world had been ripped up and despoiled for monetary gain. Morris had witnessed the earliest stages of this process and recoiled in horror. His outrage was motivated by an awareness that the short-term limited gains of economic efficiency through competition were as nothing compared to the ecological efficiency that was the product of millennia of co-operation between all species and the natural environment. In Under an Elm Tree, Morris spells out his view that Socialism would renew that cruelly interrupted cooperation between life and environment. In this respect, Morris’ views savour a great deal of the arguments of Murray Bookchin, particularly the argument that human beings should organize their productive interchange with nature within ‘eco-regions’, whose scale would be determined by the ecology of the area they inhabit.

 Morris castigated steam-driven machinery and argued for its abolition in a communist society. This has made him vulnerable to the criticism that he was a romantic, even a reactionary, who advocated a return to a ‘pastoral simplicity’ which is quite inappropriate ‘to the economic complexities of a modern industrial economy’ (N Thompson The Market and its Critics 1988). Whilst there is an important argument to be had over the technique and organisation of a future society, Morris’ point here is different; Morris is concerned not with the technology of production but with its purpose and use.

Morris argued for machinery to be ‘used freely for releasing people from the more mechanical and repulsive part of necessary labour’. He acknowledges that some ‘cultivated people’ with an ‘artistic turn of mind’ find machinery to be ‘particularly distasteful’. Such people ‘will be apt to say you will never get your surroundings pleasant so long as you are surrounded by machinery’. Morris denies that this is his view. ‘I don’t quite admit that’ he writes. For Morris, what so ‘injures the beauty of life nowadays’ is ‘the allowing machines to be our masters and not our servants’. In other words, Morris’ concern is with the way that the control of the powers of Nature are being used for the purpose of enslaving people, with little concern for ‘how much happiness we rob their lives of’. Morris consoles the artists with the argument ‘that a state of social order would probably lead at first to a great development of machinery for really useful purposes, because people will still be anxious about getting through the work necessary to holding society together; but that after a while they will find that there is not so much work to do as they expected, and that then they will have leisure to reconsider the whole subject..’ This organisation according to useful purpose isn’t possible in a society in which human beings are ‘slaves to the monsters which we have created’. 

And I have a kind of hope that the very elaboration of machinery in a society whose purpose is not the multiplication of labour, as it now is, but the carrying on of a pleasant life, as it would be under social order – that the elaboration of machinery, I say, will lead to the simplification of life, and so once more to the limitation of machinery.

How We Live and How We Might Live p156

It is quite wrong to argue that Morris was hostile to machinery as such, since his concern is with use and purpose. Morris’ criticism is that under capitalism, machinery is used to intensify exploitation whereas it ought to be used to benefit the working population as a whole:

In a true society these miracles of ingenuity would be for the first time used for minimising the amount of time spent in unattractive labour, which by their means might be so reduced as to be but a very light burden on each individual.

Useful Work versus Useless Toil

Those who continue to accuse Morris of being a romantic or a reactionary on this point themselves can be accused of making a fetish of ‘technology’. Morris’ argument here is entirely consistent with the speculations of John Stuart Mill with respect to the paradox as to why machinery had not lightened the day’s toil. In chapter 6 of the Principles of Political Economy, Mill wrote on the stationary state:

It is scarcely necessary to remark that a stationary condition of capital and population implies no stationary state of human improvement. There would be as much scope as ever for all kinds of mental culture, and moral and social progress; as much room for improving the Art of Living, and much more likelihood of its being improved, when minds ceased to be engrossed by the art of getting on. Even the industrial arts might be as earnestly and as successfully cultivated, with this sole difference, that instead of serving no purpose but the increase of wealth, industrial improvements would produce their legitimate effect, that of abridging labour. Hitherto it is questionable if all the mechanical inventions yet made have lightened the day's toil of any human being. They have enabled a greater population to live the same life of drudgery and imprisonment, and an increased number of manufacturers and others to make fortunes. They have increased the comforts of the middle classes. But they have not yet begun to effect those great changes in human destiny, which it is in their nature and in their futurity to accomplish. Only when, in addition to just institutions, the increase of mankind shall be under the deliberate guidance of judicious foresight, can the conquests made from the powers of nature by the intellect and energy of scientific discoverers, become the common property of the species, and the means of improving and elevating the universal lot.

At some point the question of the use and purpose of technology with a view to improving the art of living needs to be addressed. Marx addressed Mill’s problem directly:

John Stuart Mill says in his Principles of Political Economy: 'It is questionable if all the mechanical inventions yet made have lightened the day's toil of any human being.' That is, however, by no means the aim of the application of machinery under capitalism. Like every other instrument for increasing the productivity of labour, machinery is intended to cheapen commodities and, by shortening the part of the working day in which the worker works for himself, to lengthen the other part, the part he gives to the capitalist for nothing. The machine is a means for producing surplus-value. 

Marx CI 1976 ch 15 p493 

Placing the emphasis on the social relations of production identifies capitalism rather than machinery as such to be responsible for reducing the worker to being ‘an appendage of profit-grinding’, reducing the mill-hand to being ‘as much a part of the factory where he works as any cog-wheel or piece of shafting is’. By locating the problem in the social relations of production it becomes possible to understand Morris’ horror as being directed towards not machinery and the factory system as such, but in the subordination of technique and organisation – and human beings in general - to profit-grinding. ‘The socialisation of labour which ought to have been a blessing to the community has been turned into a curse by the appropriation of the products of its labours by individuals’ (‘A Factory as it Might Be’, May Morris, II p136f). ‘Our epoch’, Morris argued, ‘has invented machines which would have appeared wild dreams to the men of past ages, and of those machines we have as yet made no use’. The real human use of machinery would, as Mill sought to argue, lies in lightening the day’s toil, saving labour with the purpose of improving the art of life. In contrast, capitalism employs machinery in order ‘to reduce the skilled labourer to the ranks of the unskilled … to intensify the labour of those who serve the machines’, and to create a growing army of unemployed’ (‘Useful Work versus Useless Toil’, signs of Change p 169).

For Morris, the role of machinery would be transformed under socialism:

The manufacture of useless goods, whether harmful luxuries for the rich or disgraceful makeshifts for the poor, having come to an end, [we shall still be] in possession of the machines once used for mere profit grinding but now used for saving human labour.

‘A Factory as it Might Be’, May Morris, II p136f

In fine, human beings would be the masters of the machines instead of, as under capitalism, the slaves. ‘It is not this or that tangible steel and brass machine which we want to get rid of, but the great intangible machine of commercial tyranny which oppresses the lives of all of us’ (‘Art and Its Producers’, Works, XXII p352),






Machinery will be instrumental in the making of the socialist society of the future:

when the worker-class, the proletariat, is full-grown be the instrument which will make socialism possible by making possible the equalisation of labour as applied to the necessities of life, and will thereby leave open to men the higher field of intellectual effort.

Lecture in Oldham on ‘The Depression in Trade’ 1885 Brit Mus Add MSS 45334; E.D. Lemire, Unpublished Lectures of William Morris, pp 129/30

They are making profits for their owners, and have no time to save the people from drudgery. When the people are their owners – then we shall see.

‘As to Bribing Excellence’, Liberty, May 1895

In like manner to the role of machinery, so the factory system itself will be transformed in Socialist society:

This very factory system, under a reasonable order of things, would at least offer opportunities for a full and eager social life surrounded by many-pleasures.

For Morris, the factory of the future society would be a ‘centre of intellectual activity’ (‘Useful Work .., SC p166), and 

Besides turning out goods useful to the community, will provide for its own workers work light in duration, and not oppressive in kind, education in childhood and youth, serious occupation, amusing relaxation .. leisure .. beauty of surroundings, and the power of producing beauty which are sure to be claimed by those who have leisure, education and serious occupation.

‘A Factory as it Might Be’, May Morris, II p137f

It is most certain that labour may be so arranged that no social relations could be more delightful than communion in hopeful work: love, friendship, family affection, might all be quickened by it; joy increased, and grief lightened by it.

‘Why Not?’, Justice, April 12th, 1884

Such communion does not involve the concentration of population in vast industrial centres since this is no longer necessary given ‘the great change in the use of mechanical force’. ‘Why’, Morris asks, ‘should people collect together to use power when they can have it at the places where they live, or hard by, any two or three of them; or any one for the matter of that?’ For Morris, technology permits dispersal and decentralisation. He points out to the division between town and country as a growing evil to be abolished in a socialist society. Morris considered the ending of ‘all antagonism between town and country’ to be a necessary consequence of Socialism, although the precise way in which this abolition would be achieved cannot be determined in advance (Socialism: Its Growth and Outcome p136).
 The factory of the future would be surrounded by gardens and of pleasant and appropriate architecture fitted to the contours of the land; it would provide facilities for technical and liberal education, but also for the pursuit of music, drama, and the fine arts. With the ending of competition, ‘no new process, no details of improvements in machinery, would be hidden from the first enquirer’; the high technical knowledge of the workers ‘would foster a general interest in work and in the realities of life, which would surely tend to elevate labour and create a standard of excellence in manufacture’ (‘A Factory as it Might Be’, May Morris, II p137f). The socialist society of the future ‘would employ its scientific genius in finding means of eliminating smoke and filth, in disposing of rubbish and waste, and in preventing industry from blackening and despoiling the countryside’ (651/2).

I believe that the ideal of the future does not point to the lessening of men’s energy by the reduction of labour to a minimum, but rather to the reduction of pain in labour to a minimum.

Review of Looking Backward, Commonweal, June 22nd 1889

Morris’ view is very much in line with Ruskin’s argument that ‘there is no wealth but life’. This calls for a redefinition of abundance in the steady-state economy. The wealth of the future was more one of quality than of material quantity. The richness of any abundance lies in human beings being much rather than having much:

In looking forward towards any utopia of the arts. I do not conceive to myself of there being a very great quantity of art of any kind, certainly not of ornament, apart from the purely intellectual arts; and even those must not swallow up too much of life … Looking forward from out of the farrago of rubbish with which we are now surrounded, [I can] chiefly see possible negative virtues in the externals of our household goods; can see them never shabby, pretentious, or ungenerous, natural and reasonable always; beautiful also, but more because they are natural and reasonable, than because we have set about to make them beautiful.

‘Textile Fabrics’, Works, Vol XXII p150

Morris understood, and argues the point clearly in News from Nowhere, that the drive towards ‘the cheapening of production’, with all of its harmful consequences with respect to people, society and the natural environment, was the result not of some corruption inherent in human nature but of the way that the productive system was organised around exchange on the world market. This would end with the reorientation of production around the direct satisfaction of local needs. 

Morris’ steady state economy forms a complete contrast to the capital economy in which, as Marx wrote, accumulation is Moses and all the prophets. The accumulative logic of capital ensures an endless ‘growth for growth’s sake’, turning finite needs into infinite wants to keep human beings trapped on a ceaseless treadmill. Once human needs are understood as finite, then the nihilism and absurdity of the capital system is exposed. In a steady-state economy, production is geared towards the satisfaction of needs rather than making profits through the inflation of wants. There is also the need to replace and repair the existing stock of means of production, both raw materials and instruments of production. The result is an economy which is geared to the satisfaction of people’s needs as opposed to blindly, endlessly accumulating more and more means of production in order to facilitate further accumulation. Such a system is a nihilism, endless, pointless – accumulation for the sake of further accumulation. A communist society would build the stock of means of production up to this level, and gear it towards the satisfaction of needs. At this point, accumulation, and even the further expansion of the stock of means of production, would cease and production levels stabilized.

The achievement of the steady-state economy is as much an ecological imperative as an anthropological and moral imperative. The creation of a social order which corresponds to the human ontology rather than, as with capitalism, contradicts it, proceeds from an awareness that human beings are a part of nature. As hard headed a realist as Max Weber was quite clear that the spirit and practice of capitalism was unnatural in the way that it contradicted the human ontology. Weber identifies two moral imperatives which are specific to capitalism, 'the duty of the individual toward the increase of his capital, which is assumed - as an end in itself’ and 'the conception of labour as an end in itself, as a calling’ (Weber 1974:51, 63). Neither of these imperatives are natural, Weber argues, but peculiar to capitalism:





Ensuring that productive activity enhances rather than inhibits the human ontology is part of the bigger question of human beings finding their place within nature, making themselves at home in the world, the built and the natural environment.
 Creating a productive system which is natural entails connecting the nature within with the nature without, the human ontology finding its appropriate niche within the ecology of the biosphere. Whatever the ‘conventional wisdom’ of economics states, finding this niche is a condition of civilised life. Economic growth – endless accumulation for the sake of accumulation – is unsustainable. At some point, economics and ecology must be reunited around the oikos, implying a steady-state economy based on a sustainable relationship of human society with the rest of nature, a life-affirming system of production which is in balance with the capacity of the biosphere to renew and replenish itself after supplying human with all they need. That the steady state economy achieves precisely this balance indicates the extent to which Morris’s vision is both a practical solution to the problem of how ‘the common needs of mankind’ can be rationally satisfied but the condition of the harmony with the rest of nature that is necessary to the survival of the human species in any civilised sense. It is clear, from this perspective, that Morris’s contribution to ecological ideas and politics involves more than an aesthetic concern and appreciation – as important as this is – and embraces, as in News from Nowhere, a detailed description of the social organisation, economic arrangements and government of a small-scale, decentralised polity. Morris’ vision was political as well as aesthetic. Far from being a romantic, Morris was an eminently practical man, seeking to translate his political ideas into political practice, seeking to achieve a transformation in human society in terms of the human nature within but also with respect to surrounding nature.

Morris’ vision is one of the simplicity of life.

This land is a little land … little rivers, little plains, swelling, speedily-changing uplands, all beset with handsome orderly trees; little hills, little mountains, netted over with the walls of sheep-walks: all is little; yet not foolish and blank, but serious rather, and abundant of meaning for such as choose to seek it: it is neither prison nor palace, but a decent home…

‘The Lesser Arts’, Works, XXII pp17/8

This ‘decent home’ returns to the Greek stem of the words economy and ecology, oikos, meaning household. Barbara Ward’s Home for Man is entirely consistent with this meaning. It means restoring economics to its roots, reconnected with ecology in building a ‘decent home’ for human beings. Such would be a genuine civilisation. Not a Promethean civilisation, mind, the ugliness of steel and concrete buildings and projections pointing away from nature, but a simple civilisation hugging the contours of the land.





Morris never confused simplicity with poverty or drabness. He declared that variety of life was as much an aim of true Communism as equality of condition.





And just as Morris’ vision was political as well as aesthetic, so his ecological perspective involved more than a conservationism against capitalist depredations. Morris’ ecological ideas sprang from his musings on the relationship between art and society. In The Lesser Arts he wrote

I hope that we shall have leisure from war – war commercial as well as war of the bullet and the bayonet; leisure from the knowledge that darkens counsel; leisure above all from the greed of money, and the craving for that overwhelming distinction that money now brings; I believe that as we have even now partly achieved LIBERTY, so we shall one day achieve EQUALITY, which, and which only, means FRATERNITY, and so leisure from poverty and all its griping, sordid cares.
Then having leisure from all these things, amidst renewed simplicity of life we shall have leisure to think about our work, that fateful daily companion, which no man any longer will venture to call the Curse of labour: for surely then we shall be happy in it, each in his place, no man grudging at another; no one bidden to be any man’s servant, everyone scorning to be any man’s master: men will then assuredly be happy in their work, and that happiness will assuredly bring forth decorative, noble, popular art.




This passage integrates a whole range of essential themes, including simplicity of lifestyle, the value of cooperation over competition, harmony with nature, the appropriate relation of means and ends, beauty in the built environment modelled on the natural environment, the affirmation of being over having, the inherent wastefulness of the Market, and most important of all, the humanising as against the dehumanising nature of Work. It is also worth underlining that the aesthetic character of Morris’ vision does not rest on a narrow understanding of art, but involves an expansive meaning that encompasses the whole of human endeavour, the production of human artefacts, the production of life. Morris’ holistic approach to the ‘resource process’ accommodates everything that happens to a commodity from the time that it is extracted from nature to the time it is disposed. 

Morris envisaged science and scientists playing a positive role in the new ecological sensibility – once liberated from the monetary grip of capital:

And Science – we have loved her well, and followed her diligently, what will she do? I fear she is so much in the pay of the counting-house, the counting-house and the drill-sergeant, that she is too busy, and for the present will do nothing. Yet there are matters which I should have thought easy for her; say for example teaching Manchester how to consume its own smoke, or Leeds how to get rid of its superfluous black dye without turning it into the river, which would be as much worth her attention as the production of the heaviest black silks, or the biggest of useless guns. Anyhow, however it be done, unless people care about carrying on their business without making the world hideous, how can they care about Art? I know it will cost much both of time and money to better these things even a little; but I do not see how these can be better spent than in making life cheerful and honourable for others and for ourselves; and the gain of good life to the country at large that would result from men seriously setting about the bettering of decency of our big towns would be priceless, even if nothing specially good befell the arts in consequence: I do not know that it would; but I should begin to think matters hopeful if men turned their attention to such things, and I repeat that, unless they do so, we can scarcely even begin with any hope our endeavours for the bettering of the arts.
A Briggs ed William Morris: News from Nowhere, and selected writings and designs; Morton ed Political Writings

Morris, therefore, identified pollution as the inevitable consequence that followed capital’s exploitative relation to nature. He understood how science had been enlisted in capital’s war on the planet, but never made the mistake of identifying science in the pay of the counting house with science as such. On the contrary, Morris envisaged science playing a positive role in the ‘care and maintenance of a small planet’. As such, science is an integral part of Morris’ expansive definition of art embracing all human endeavour and expression. Mill’s phrase ‘art of life’ captures perfectly Morris’ vision. Human beings, as natural beings, are part of nature and need to ensure that the character of their technics, their arts in the widest sense, reflect this fact. A society which is indifferent to the destruction of nature, is itself self-destructive.
Our civilisation is passing like a blight, daily growing heavier and more poisonous, over the whole face of the country, so that every change is sure to be a change for the worse in its outward aspect.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p65

Morris raises a whole number of pertinent questions. What is human nature? What is the nature of being? How ought human beings to live? What is the relation of human beings to each other in society? What is the relation of society to environing nature? What is the difference between needs and wants? What is the nature of art and beauty? Addressing these key philosophical questions concerning the meaning of life, Morris induces us to switch from the quantitative concerns of state politics and capitalist economics to a qualitative concern with happiness as flourishing, freedom as self-determination. This is a switch from having to being, from the quantity of material possession to the quality of human life. In these terms Morris exposes the false conception of civilisation:

I had thought that civilisation meant the attainment of peace and order and freedom, of goodwill between man and man, of the love of truth and the hatred of injustice, and by consequence the attainment of the good life which these things breed, a life free from craven fear, but full of incident: that is what I thought it meant, not more stuffed chairs and more cushions, and more carpets and gas, and more dainty meat and drink – and herewithal more and sharper differences between class and class.

The Beauty of Life, Cole pp560/1

The Platonic trinity of the true, the good and the beautiful as against the Benthamic lowest common denominator, the greatest (actually, the most minimal and meagre) good of the greatest number. Morris made a sharp distinction between wealth, referring to all that makes a nation healthy and prosperous, and riches, the accumulation of material possessions which is merely the opposite pole of material poverty: ‘I tell you civilization will begin on the day when we determine that Riches and Poverty shall disappear into one commonweal of happy people’ (May Morris WM:AWS II p405).

So long as the system of competition in the production and exchange of the means of life goes on, the degradation of the arts will go on; and if that system is to last for ever, then art is doomed, and will surely die; that is to say, civilisation will die.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p65

Behind this system of competition is the nihilism of the process of accumulation, the endless pursuit of accumulation for the sake of further accumulation, growth for the sake of further growth. This is an endless accumulation of material quantity, the enlargement of means and displacement of ends. 

It is this superstition of commerce being an end in itself, of man made for commerce, not commerce for man, of which art has sickened; not of the accidental appliances which that superstition when put in practice has brought to its aid; machines and railways and the like, which do now verily control us all, might have been controlled by us, if we had not been resolute to seek profit and occupation at the cost of establishing for a time that corrupt and degrading anarchy which has usurped the name of Society…. All beauty vanished from our beautiful city … the ugliness and baseness which everywhere surround the life of civilised man…

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p74

Ancient civilisation was chained to slavery and exclusiveness, and it fell; the barbarism that took its place has delivered us from slavery and grown into modern civilisation; and that in its turn has before it the choice of never-ceasing growth, or destruction by that which has in it the seeds of higher growth.

‘The Beauty of Life’, Works, XXII p65

In Morris’ view, capitalism expanded through the creation of imaginary wants, increasing profits by persuading people to buy useless, ephemeral articles in increasing amounts, producing not happiness but increasing waste and pollution.





The very essence of competitive commerce is waste; the waste that comes of the anarchy of war.. such a mask is worn by competitive commerce, with its respectable prim order, its talk of peace and the blessings of intercommunication of countries and the like; and all the while its whole energy, its whole organised precision is employed in one thing, the wrenching the means of living from others; while outside that everything must do as it may, whoever is the worse or the better for it; as in the war of fire and steel, all other aims must be crushed out before that one object. It is worse than the older war in one respect at least, that whereas that was intermittent, this is continuous and unresting, and its leaders and captains are never tired of declaring that it must last as long as the world, and is the end-all and be-all of the creation of man and of his home.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p81

This ‘continuous and unresting’ war of competitive commerce can be attributed to the accumulative logic of capital. Capital must endlessly expand its values in order to survive. One either accumulates or is accumulated. As Morris makes clear, this is an endless war intrinsic to the capital system itself. It is designed to make profits rather than produce wealth. Rather, it produces not genuine wealth but waste. Morris refers to the waste in which the ‘mass of people’ are employed in making of all those ‘articles of folly and luxury’. People leading a ‘manly and uncorrupted life’ neither need nor demand such articles’ they are produced to satisfy the whims of the rich non-producing classes; things which people 

These things … I will forever refuse to call wealth: they are not wealth but waste. Wealth is what Nature gives us and what a reasonable man can make out of the gifts of Nature for his reasonable use. The sunlight, the fresh air, the unspoiled face of the earth, food, raiment and housing necessary and decent; the storing up of knowledge of all kinds, and the power of disseminating it; means of free communication between man and man; works of art, the beauty which man creates when he is most a man, most aspiring and thoughtful – all things which serve the pleasure of people, free, manly and uncorrupted. This is wealth. 

Useful Work versus Useless Toil p91

Morris therefore condemns materialism as a false civilisation which wastes its own as well as nature’s resources, and will continue to do so as long as the present system remains under the accumulative imperative of capital (Useful Work versus Useless Toil p91

In The Society of the Future, Morris outlined the contours of the Socialist society. Whilst the vision was skimpy at the level of institutional details, it was strong on fundamental principles. The Socialist society of the future would be characterised by simplicity.

When our opponents say .., How should we be able to procure the luxuries of life in a Socialist society? answer boldly, We could not do so and we don’t care, for we don’t want them and won’t have them; and indeed, I feel sure that we cannot if we are all free men together. Free men, I am sure, must lead simple lives and have simple pleasures: and if we shudder away from that necessity now, it is because we are not free men and have in consequence wrapped up our lives in such a complexity of dependence that we have grown feeble and helpless.






But again, what is simplicity?….
Find out what you yourselves find pleasant, and do it. You won’t be alone in your desires; you will get plenty to help you in carrying them out, and you will develop social life in developing your own special tendencies.
So, then, my ideal is first unconstrained life, and next simple and natural life. First you must be free; and next you must learn to take pleasure in all the details of life: which, indeed, will be necessary for you, because, since others will be free, you will have to do your own work. That is in direct opposition to civilisation, which says, Avoid trouble, which you can only do by making other people live your life for you. I say, Socialists ought to say, Take trouble, and turn your trouble into pleasure: that I shall always hold is the key to a happy life.

The Society of the Future Morton p 194/5

 This did not mean rejecting the luxury for the few which characterised capitalism for the asceticism of all. Such an antithesis remained trapped within the divisions of slaves and slave-owners. For Morris, the life-style of the free involves something else entirely. 

What amount of wealth we should produce if we are all working cheerfully at producing the things that we all genuinely want; if all the intelligence, all the inventive power, all the inherited skill of handicraft, all the keen wit and insight, all the healthy bodily strength were engaged in doing this and nothing else, what a pile of wealth we should have! How would poverty be a word whose meaning we should have forgotten! Believe me, there is nothing but the curse of inequality which forbids this.

‘Communism’, Brit Mus Add MSS 45331

The change in the nature of the products being produced entails a concomitant change in the nature of production.  ‘The decoration of workmanship, what is it but the expression of man’s pleasure in successful labour? But what pleasure can there be in bad work, in unsuccessful labour; why should we decorate that? and how can we bear to be always unsuccessful in our labour?’ (LA Morton 51).

The change in the nature of work offers the workers three ‘hopes’ – the hope of rest, the hope of product, and the hope of pleasure. ‘All other work than this is worthless – it is slaves’ work! – mere toiling that we may live in toil!’ (Briggs op cit). Hope of rest refers to the opportunity afforded the worker to recover from labour, in both a physical and mental sense. Hope of product means that work should involve the production of an article that is both useful and valuable: ‘Have nothing in your houses which you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful’ (‘The Beauty of Life’ quoted in G Naylor, ed. William Morris by himself 1988). Work should be both a mental and physical pleasure, involving creative skill. This is the hope of pleasure.

Thus worthy work carries with the hope of pleasure in rest, the hope of the pleasure in our using what it makes, and the hope of pleasure in our daily creative skill.
All other work but this is worthless; it is slaves’ work – mere toiling to live, that we may live to toil.

Useful Work versus Useless Toil p88

The advantages of such a society are manifold, including good health (freedom from the diseases not just of poverty but of luxury, surfeit, excess); a good, liberal education in both practical and mental skills, educating the whole person rather than training the individual just for a specialized role; real leisure denotes the freedom for self-expression, whether through work or through some other activity); freedom to travel, (as craft workers of the Middle Ages to real communities, not tourists to resorts), and a healthy, unpolluted environment of small communities, pleasant workshops, clean air and water, decent housing, gardens, fields and woods. The whole package would be sustained by a sense of belonging within community.

It is for the opening of fresh markets to take in all the fresh profit-producing wealth which is growing greater and greater every day; in other words, to make fresh opportunities for waste; the waste of our labour and our lives.
And I say this is an irresistible instinct on the part of the capitalists, an impulse like hunger, and I believe that it can only be met by another hunger, the hunger for freedom and fair play for all, both people and peoples. Anything less than that the capitalist power will brush aside. But that they cannot; for what will it mean? The most important part of their machinery, the ‘hands’ becoming MEN, and saying, ‘Now at last we will it; we will produce no more for profit but for use, for happiness, for LIFE’.

Justice, May Day Special, 1896. Reprinted in part in May Morris, II, pp 361-3

This is that sense of Aristotelian flourishing again, what Aristotle called eudaimonia, usually translated as happiness, but meaning happiness as the realisation and exercise of innate, organic powers and potentialities.
News from Nowhere recognises that factories – ‘banded workshops’ - may well be necessary, either to conserve energy through collective enterprise or to produce an article on a larger scale. In such collective workshops, individuals combine to work together to produce, for instance, metal (which needs smelting), and pottery and glass (which need large kilns). Whilst Morris argues that minerals are to be extracted with as little pollution as possible (NN 254), his ecological perspective envisages an economy beyond the reliance on fossil fuels. Morris envisages the widespread use both of wind and water power, and also of electricity, presumably generated by these renewable sources (NN 350). News from Nowhere gives examples of Alternative Technologies, giving individuals control over their lives.
Morris envisages a free, unstratified, redistributive exchange with respect to the distribution of goods. This means that produce is brought to market, and exchanged on the basis of need. Whilst no-one is prevented from taking less than they desire, people learn to take no more than they need, since a scaling back of wants has redefined abundance beyond artificial scarcity. There will always be enough to go round and there will always be more available the next day (NN 213/221). Production for needs as against wants thus produces a sufficiency which is able to satisfy the requirements of society, whilst also eliminating waste. 

In short there would be no very rich men: and all would be well off: all would be far above the conditions of satisfaction to their material necessities. You may say how do I know that? The answer is because there could not be so much waste as there is now. Waste would tend to disappear.
Communism in Morton p235
Indeed, it is the abolition of excess production which makes it possible to lighten the pressure which society exerts upon the rest of nature. Thus Morris resolves the balance of needs and wants so as to realize a truly ecological society based on cooperation, without having recourse to the imposition of authoritarian rules and practices (M Sahlins Stone Age Economics 1972). (176).
In News from Nowhere, Morris describes a thoroughly changed landscape, what Pepper calls ‘the geography of an anarchist Britain’ (D Pepper ‘The Geography of an Anarchist Britain’, The Raven 1 (4) 1988:339/50). This changed geography points to a different kind of society. Morris describes a new London. The Essex marshes have returned to their medieval grass, whilst everywhere east of Aldgate has been demolished. Hammersmith is now an area of meadows and intensive garden agriculture, whilst there is a wood covering Kensington, Notting Hill and Primrose Hill all the way to Paddington. Piccadilly is a market where fine goods can be obtained for free. The Houses of Parliament have become ‘Westminster Market’. There are orchards all over London. The big buildings of the old commercial district (the City) have become commune houses. Outside London, the smaller towns remain. Morris regarded the old medieval towns as more organic than the large industrial towns of the age of capital. These large towns have gone. The people have left these large towns and returned to the country from where they came, learning how to live there once more. The new Jerusalem is not so much a city as a garden city. Morris describes the landscape of the new England thus:

England was once a country of clearings amongst the woods and wastes, with a few towns interspersed, which were fortresses for the feudal army, markets for the folk, gathering places for the craftsmen. It then became a country of huge and foul workshops and fouler gambling-dens, surrounded by an ill-kept, poverty-stricken farm, pillaged by the masters of the workshops. It is now a garden, where nothing is wasted, and nothing is spoilt, with the necessary dwellings, sheds, and workshops scattered up and down the country, all trim and neat and pretty. For indeed, we should be too much ashamed of ourselves if we allowed the making of goods, even on a large scale, to carry with it the appearance, even, of desolation and misery. Why, my friend, those housewives we were talking of just now would teach us better than that.
Our villages are something like the best of places, with the church or mote-house of the neighbours for their chief building. Only note that there are no tokens of poverty about them: no tumbledown picturesque… Like the medievals, we like everything trim and clean, orderly and bright; as people always do when they have any sense or architectural power; because then they know that they can have what they want, and they won’t stand any nonsense from Nature in their dealings with her.
Except in the wastes and forests and amongst the sand-hills … it is not easy to be out of sight of a house: and where the houses are thinly scattered they run large, and are more like the old colleges than ordinary houses as they used to be. That is done for the sake of society, for a good many people can dwell in such houses, as the country dwellers are not necessarily husbandmen; though they almost all help in such work at times. The life that goes on in these big dwellings in the country is pleasant, especially as some of the most studious men of our time live in them, and altogether there is a great variety of mind and mood in them which brightens and quickens the society there.
The population is pretty much the same as it was … we have spread it, that is all ..




The population of this new England is about forty million, about the same as the England of 1890. No longer having to produce surplus goods makes it possible to cut out waste and achieve national self-reliance. Morris is aware of the impact of these changes on other organisms, and on ecosystems. Along with reforestation, there is an improvement in the quality of the air, and of the water in the rivers, making salmon fishing in the Thames possible. There are more forests and fewer polluting factories upstream, making for greater clarity of the water (NN184/6). Birds of prey have increased in numbers, and wild nature is preserved, used as sites of recreation so that people can experience wilderness and reinvigorate their nature within. The hay and corn fields are planted with scattered trees, and harvesting is possible, so long as large, cumbersome machinery is not employed. Waterways are used as transport routes once more.
Morris offers a coherent, cogent argument as to how a communitarian society is able to transform not just individual lives, but the entire social and natural landscapes. News from Nowhere demonstrates the principal feature of a non-authoritarian ecological community. The central argument is that society is able to lessen its deleterious impact on nature – and on human beings - by abolishing the production of waste, production geared to luxury and false wants. Further, by transforming the nature of work, the eco-community of the future is able to reduce its use of energy and conserve natural resources, slowing down the rate at which productive human activity converts them from the ‘raw’ state to waste. The result is a changed relationship between individuals in society and between society and nature, something which entails a substantial transformation of townscape and landscape.
Morris’ arguments for the eco-community highlight the split within modern ‘Green’ politics between environmentalism – a technocentric approach which involves professionals, scientists and technicians working within existing institutions – and ecologism – an ecocentric approach which is located at the grass-roots level (P E O’Sullivan, International Journal of Environmental Studies 28 pp257/267). Environmentalism demonstrates strong scientistic and managerial tendencies, which are centralising and authoritarian. The ecocentric approach seeks to fit the institutions of human society to the contours of nature and involves a decentralising, often regionalist approach, democratic tendencies and technologies. 
The ecocentric approach contains a number of tendencies, not all of which are compatible. The ‘deep ecology’ approach can also be called gaian after James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis (Gaia: a new look at Life on Earth 1979). In this approach human aspirations are considered to be of no greater importance than those of other species within the ecosystem as a self-regulating organism (B Devall and G Sessions Deep Ecology: living as if nature mattered [a better way of conveying the meaning of the Gaia thesis is to alter this title to read ‘as nature intended’). 
Against this there is the social ecology approach, which recognises the special role of the human species in altering the environment, so that nature is always in some part human society. Here, the emphasis is upon human emancipation alongside that of Nature, as part of nature.

With his celebration of human skill, ingenuity, and creativity would recognise the claims of an essential humanity, even in emphasising the importance of nature for physical and psychic well-being (NN 391), William Morris belongs firmly in the tradition of social ecology. Morris would have rejected the scientistic indifference to human ends and purposes and would have been alert to the authoritarian implications of the deep ecology position.

News from Nowhere prefigures the use of ‘alternative technology’, small in scale, light in impact and democratic in accessibility, dispersing production and reducing pollution (D Morrison ‘The soft, cutting edge of environmentalism’, Natural Resources Journal 20 1980:275/98). Alternative technology gives people the very thing they have been deprived of under the centralized, capitalist state – control over their own lives. This democratic control defines ‘alternative technology’ as genuinely alternative (C Thomas ‘Alternative Technology: a Feminist Technology?’ in L Caldecott and S Leland eds 1983 Reclaim the Earth).





When Morris wrote, the great political task before humanity was that of working out the basis for socialism as a feasible alternative to capitalism. In a justly famous  statement, Morris writes:

I pondered how men fight and lose the battle, and the thing they fought for comes about in spite of their defeat, and when it comes turns out not to be what they meant, and other men have to fight for what they meant under another name.
W.Morris (1886) A Dream of John Ball reprinted in A.L.Morton, ed. Three Works by William Morris (New York: International Publishers, 1968).

As Morris told Fabian socialist Sidney Webb in 1895, ‘The world is going your way at present, Webb, but it is not the right way in the end’ (quoted in R. Page Arnot, William Morris: The Man and the Myth, London, Lawrence & Wishart, 1964). State socialism was the very antithesis of the socialism William Morris fought for. The battle for Morris’ socialism continues, but may have to be fought for under another name. There is a book about the Spanish Civil War called The Last Great Cause. The great task before humanity may itself be this ‘last great cause’ – this is the challenge to undertake the profound political, institutional, cultural, moral and psychological transformation required to secure the ecological foundations for the continuation of civilised life on earth. This transformation is beyond capitalism, whose inflation of wants and desires, false materialism, commercial war, avarice, endless, nihilistic accumulation and assorted other ills and imperatives are responsible for putting civilised life in the balance. This challenge goes under the name of ecology. It is precisely the socialism that William Morris fought for.

We who believe in the continuous life of the world, surely we are bound to hope that the change will bring us gain and not loss, and to strive to bring that gain about… but in the meantime the present state of the arts and their dealings with modern life and progress seem to me to point, in appearance at least, to this immediate future; that the world, which has for a long time busied itself about other matters than the arts, and has carelessly let them sink lower and lower, till many not uncultivated men, ignorant of what they once were, and hopeless of what they might yet be, look upon them with mere contempt… Architecture, Sculpture, Painting, with the crowd of lesser arts that belong to them, these, together with Music and Poetry, will be dead and forgotten, will no longer excite or amuse people in the least: for … the death of one art means the death of all…
And all the while Nature will go on with her eternal recurrence of lovely changes – spring, summer, autumn, and winter; sunshine, rain, and snow; storm and fair weather; dawn, noon, and sunset; day and night – ever bearing witness against man that he has deliberately chosen ugliness instead of beauty, and to live where he is strongest amidst squalor or blank emptiness.

The Lesser Arts Morton p39

And first I must ask you to extend the word art beyond those matters which are consciously works of art, to take in not only painting and sculpture, and architecture, but the shapes and colours of all household goods, nay, even the arrangement of the fields for tillage and pasture, the management of towns and of our highways of all kinds; in a word, to extend it to the aspect of all the externals of our life. For I must ask you to believe that every one of the things that goes to make up the surroundings among which we live must be either beautiful or ugly, either elevating or degrading to us, either a torment or a burden to the maker of it to make, or a pleasure and a solace to him. How does it fare therefore with our external surroundings in these days? What kind of an account shall we be able to give to those who come after us of our dealings with the earth, which our forefathers handed down to us still beautiful, in spite of all the thousands of years of strife and carelessness and selfishness?

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p58

I can myself sympathize with a feeling which I suppose is still not rare, a craving to escape sometimes to mere Nature, not only from ugliness and squalor, not only from a condition of superabundance of art, but even from a condition of art severe and well ordered, even say, from such surroundings as the lovely simplicity of Periclean Athens. I can deeply sympathize with a weary man finding his account in interest in mere life and communion with external nature, the face of the country, the wind and weather, and the course of the day, and the lives of animals, wild and domestic; and man’s daily dealings with all this for his daily bread, and rest, and innocent beast-like pleasure. But the interest in mere animal life of man has become impossible to be indulged in its fullness by most civilised people. Yet civilisation .. owes us some compensation for the loss of this romance, which now only hangs like a dream about the country life of busy lands. To keep the air pure and the rivers clean, to take some pains to keep the meadows and tillage as pleasant as reasonable use will allow them to be; to allow peaceable citizens freedom to wander where they will, so they do no hurt to garden or cornfield; nay, even to leave here and there some piece of waste or mountain sacredly free from fence or tillage as a memory of man’s ruder struggles with nature in his earlier days: is it too much to ask civilisation to be so far thoughtful of man’s pleasure and rest, and to help so far as this her children to whom she has most often set such heavy tasks of grinding labour? Surely not an unreasonable asking. But not a whit of it shall we get under the present system of society. The loss of the instinct for beauty which has involved us in the loss of popular art is also busy in depriving us of the only compensation possible for that loss, by surely and not slowly destroying the beauty of the very face of the earth. Not only are London and our other great commercial cities mere masses of sordidness, filth, and squalor, embroidered with patches of pompous and vulgar hideousness, no less revolting to the eye and the mind when one knows what it means: not only have whole counties of England, and the heavens that hang over them, disappeared beneath a crust of unutterable grime, but the disease, which, to a visitor coming from the times of art, reason, and order, would seem to be a love of dirt and ugliness for its own sake, spreads all over the country, and every little market town seizes the opportunity to imitate, as far as it can, the majesty of the hell of London and Manchester. Need I speak to you of the wretched suburbs that sprawl all round our fairest and most ancient cities? Must I speak to you of the degradation that has so speedily befallen this city  [Oxford].

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p64

‘So he still paces ahead of us, beckoning us forward to the measureless bounty of life. He is one of those men whom history will never overtake’ (Thompson 1976:729/30).


5 THE MARXISM OF WILLIAM MORRIS
Morris’ importance as a political theorist is not merely unrecognised and overlooked, it would come as a surprise to most people to learn of the extent of his political writings and activities. At best, some people may be vaguely aware that Morris dabbled in socialist politics to some extent. The truth is that Morris wrote extensively on political matters, was heavily involved in political journalism and engaged in practical political activities. Morris is one of the most powerful and original thinkers within the tradition of marxist socialism. Further, he insisted on the power of ideas to change the world, that thought must be constructive with respect to the transformation of the old world and the organisation of the new. Morris’ political writing is replete with arguments and examples of how the socialist end is to be achieved by means of the class struggle. Morris’ socialism is often characterised as ‘utopian’. Following Marx’s definition of ‘utopian’ as the pursuit of an end or an ideal in abstraction from the means of its realisation, Morris is not a utopian. Morris was well aware of the structural capacity and social futurity of the working class and always linked his socialist principles to the working class agency. To Morris, this served to distinguish revolutionary Socialism from Reformism:

It is most important that young Socialists should have this fact of the class-war always before them. It explains past history, and in the present gives us the only solid hope of the future. And it must be understood that it is only by the due working out of this class-war to its end, the abolition of classes, that Socialism can come about… The middle-class semi-Socialists, driven by class instinct, preach revolution without the class struggle; which is an absurdity and an impossibility.

Commonweal, September 28th, 1889

The demise of ‘parliamentary socialism’ has proved Morris to be correct. It is abundantly clear that in connecting the socialist end to class agency, Morris was marxist rather than utopian. His argument is marxist in all essentials, emphasising how, through their possession of the means of production, capitalists compel the workers to sell their labour power for wages which are less than its true value, the surplus value being appropriated by capital. Morris saw this exploitation as the basis of class struggle.

Our present joyless labour, and our lives scared and anxious as the life of a hunted beast, are forced upon us by the present system of producing for the profit of the privileged classes…. Under the present system of wages and capital the ‘manufacturer’ … having a monopoly of the means whereby the power to labour inherent in every man’s body can be used for production, is the master of those who are not so privileged; he, and he alone, is able to make use of this labour power, which, on the other hand, is the only commodity by means of which his ‘capital’, that is to say, the accumulated product of past labour, can be made productive to him. He therefore buys the labour-power of those who are bare of capital and can only live by selling it to him; his purpose in this transaction is to increase his capital, to make it breed. It is clear that if he paid those with whom he makes his bargain the full value of their labour, that is to say, all that they produced, he would fail in his purpose. But since he is the monopolist of the means of productive labour, he can compel them to make a bargain better for him and worse for them that…

Useful Work versus Useless Toil p97

Morris argued for human co-operation to replace the system of class exploitation and commercial competition but, as a Marxist, he was well aware that such co-operation was possible only on the basis of certain social relations. Since the capitalist ‘system of Society is based on a state of perpetual war’, it would take much more than an act of ethical will to replace competitive behaviour with cooperative endeavour (“How We Live and How We Might Live” in Morton 1973:136). Conflict is endemic to the capital system. However, Morris emphasised the crucial ‘difference between the position of the workers and the profit-makers; to the latter, the profit-grinders, war is necessary; you cannot have profit-making without competition, individual, corporate, and national; but you may work for a livelihood without competing; you may combine instead of competing’ (“How We Might Live ..” in Morton 1973:143). This implies that whilst conflict is endemic to working class life under capitalism, cooperation is fostered and growths within the same class of people as they join together to struggle against the system.





Much of what Morris writes mirrors Marx’s alienation thesis, the way that objects have come to be invested with existential significance, enslaving the human subjects. In the Speech at the Anniversary of the People's Paper Marx argues that:

In our days everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Machinery, gifted with the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human labour, we behold starving-and overworking it. The new​fangled sources of wealth, by some strange weird spell, are turned into sources of want. The victories of art seem bought by the loss of character. At the same pace that mankind masters nature, man seems to become enslaved to other men or to his own infamy. Even the pure light of science seems unable to shine but on the dark background of ignorance. All our invention and progress seem to result in endowing material forces with intellectual life, and in stultifying human life into a material force.

Marx argues that capitalism is characterised by the antagonism between the modern productive powers of industry and science on the one hand and the social relations of production on the other. ‘We know that to work well the new-fangled forces of society, they only want to be mastered by new-fangled men - and such are the working men’ (Speech in AB SE 1973). ‘The labouring classes have conquered nature; they have now to conquer man’ (Marx Letter to the Labour Parliament in Marx AB SE 1973).

It is entirely in this vein that Morris writes about the inversion of means and ends, the turning of progress into its opposite.

But alas! his progress has been broken and halting; and though he has indeed conquered Nature and has her forces under his control to do what he will with, he still has himself to conquer, he still has to think how he will best use those forces which he has mastered. At present, he uses them blindly, foolishly, as one driven by mere fate… The conquest of Nature is complete, may we not say? and now our business is and has for long been the organisation of man, who wields the forces of Nature. Nor till this is attempted at least shall we ever be free of that terrible phantom of fear of starvation which, with its brother devil, desire of domination, drives us into injustice, cruelty, and dastardliness of all kinds; to cease to fear our fellows and learn to depend on them, to do away with competition and build up cooperation, is our one necessity.

How We Live and How We Might Live p146/7

There is in Morris, as in Marx, an awareness of the pathos of means and ends, the elevation of means to the status of ends in themselves. As a result of alienation, human creations have come to enslave the human creators.

Their own creation, the Commerce they are so proud of, has become their master; and all we … are compelled to admit not that Commerce was made for man, but that man was made for Commerce.

Art and Socialism p116

Marx wrote of human beings being reduced to being the appendages of machines. Morris too wrote of the inversion of subject and object.

For if happiness be the pleasurable exercise of our energies and the enjoyment of necessary rest, it seems to me that civilisation … tends to deny us both these good things, and thereby tends to reduce man to a machine without a will; to deprive him gradually of all the functions of an animal and the pleasure of fulfilling them, except the most elementary ones…
Therefore my ideal of the Society of the future is first of all the freedom and cultivation ignores, or even denies the existence off; the shaking off the slavish dependence, not on other men, but on artificial systems made to save men manly trouble and responsibility: and in order that this will may be vigorous in us, I demand a free and unfettered animal life for man first of all: I demand the utter extinction of all asceticism. If we feel the least degradation in being amorous, or merry, or hungry, or sleepy, we are so bad animals, and therefore miserable men.

The Society of the Future Morton p 192

In the Grundrisse, Marx wrote of how capitalism replaced the ties of personal dependence of the feudal era with the ‘objective dependency’ of all upon systemic imperatives (Marx Gr 1973:165ff). Marx, of course, sharpened his early philosophical concern with alienation by connecting the inversion of subject and object to social relations of production. This gave Marx an awareness of class exploitation and class struggle. This is a view with which Morris wholeheartedly concurred. The capital system is a system of ‘competitive Commerce’, ‘a system of war’ and of ‘waste’, ‘destruction’ and ‘gambling’. Such a society is a zero-sum game in which ‘whatever a man gains he gains at the expense of some other man’s loss’. 

Such a system does not and cannot heed whether the matters it makes are worth making; it does not and cannot heed whether those who make them are degraded by their work: it heeds one thing and only one, namely, what it calls making a profit; which word has got to be used so conventionally that I must explain to you what it really means, to wit the plunder of the weak by the strong! Now I say of this system, that it is of its very nature destructive of Art, that is to say of the happiness of life.

Art and Socialism p123

A system of exploitation and domination is incapable of generating the conditions which promote the flourishing of human life. In such a system, labour ceases to be the creative means of human self-expression and merely becomes the means to making money and profits. The result is dehumanisation, the degradation of essential human capacities to the status of mere means in the service of external imperatives. ‘Nothing should be made by man’s labour which is not worth making; or which must be made by labour degrading to the makers’ (Art and Socialism p123).

Our present system of Society is based on a state of perpetual war… War, or competition … means at the best pursuing your own advantage at the cost of some one else’s loss, and in the process of it you must not be sparing of destruction even of your own possessions, or you will certainly come by the worse in the struggle.

How We Live and How We Might Live p136/7

Morris accepted the marxist theory of class and exploitation and took the side of the working class as they combined to abolish the class system.

But here is the difference between the position of the workers and the profit-makers: to the latter, the profit-grinders, war is necessary; you cannot have profit-making without competition, individual, corporate, and national; but you may work for a livelihood without competing; you may combine instead of competing.

How We Live and How We Might Live p143

Morris also accepted the Marxist theory of the State. And as a consequence of this clarity about exploitation and class, Morris stood firmly by Marx’s view of the state as an organ of capitalist class rule which must be destroyed:

You must remember that all our law and government, from Parliament to a County Court, has now got to be just an elaborate defence of that very monopoly which it is our business to clear away, though they by no means began with that. True it is, that if the whole class of the workers could be convinced on one day or in one year of the necessity of abolishing monopoly, it would pass away like the clouds of night.

Monopoly: or How Labour is Robbed p206

The privilege enjoyed by the capitalist class has nothing to do with talent and ingenuity but ‘is but the privilege of the robber by force of arms, is just the thing which it the aim and end of our present organisation to uphold; and all the formidable executive at the back of it, army, police, law courts, presided over by the judge as representing the executive, is directed towards this one end – to take care that the richest shall rule, and shall have full licence to injure the commonwealth to the full extent of his riches’ (“The Socialist Ideal in Art”, Works, XXIII p263). 
As Marx stated the point:

Each step in the development of the bourgeoisie was accompanied by a corresponding political advance of that class…. the bourgeoisie has at last, since the establishment of modern industry and of the world market, conquered for itself, in the modern representative state, exclusive political sway. The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie. 

Marx MCP Rev1848 1973

There are analogies here with Thomas More.





However, the society sought by both Marx and Morris was not an ideal social system which was the product of the imagination, but was connected to the means of its realisation – the creative political agency of the working class. In becoming a communist, in taking part in a politics grounded in the class struggle, Morris engaged in a political movement that possessed a clear vision not only about the basic features of the future society - common ownership in place of private property, production and distribution according to need and use as against buying and selling for exchange value – but about the means of reaching that end. In the process, Morris became one of communism’s most eloquent and persuasive political advocates. And in this role he castigated capitalism.

For all our crowded towns and bewildering factories are simply the outcome of the profit system. Capitalistic manufacture, capitalistic land owning, and capitalistic exchange force men into big cities in order to manipulate them in the interests of capital; the same tyranny contracts the due space of the factory so much that (for instance) the interior of a great weaving-shed is almost as ridiculous a spectacle as it is a horrible one. There is no other necessity for all this, save the necessity for grinding profits out of men’s lives, and of producing cheap goods for the use (and subjection) of the slaves who grind.

Useful Work versus Useless Toil p103

The realities of class division and of class struggle loomed large in Morris’ political writings and activities. If simplicity of life was the objective, then its realisation would entail the emancipation of both rich and poor:

A state of things that produces vices among low people, will produce, not opposing virtues among high people, but corresponding vices; if you weave a pattern on a piece of cloth, and then turn it over and look at the back of it, you will see the back of the pattern, and not another pattern: material riches bred by material poverty and slavery produce scorn, cynicism and despair.

May Morris II p66

The ghastly contrast between the rich and the poor which is the essence of our system; yet remember that poverty driven below a certain limit means degradation and slavery pure and simple.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p77

However, the identification of socialism with human emancipation in general did not mean that the politics of socialism possessed a cross class appeal. Morris observed how the best efforts of reformers such as Octavia Hill fell short of stated objectives and concluded that even the most well intended attempts to relieve the condition of the poor were futile so long as capitalism existed. ‘As long as there are poor people they will be poorly housed’, he argued:

Understand this clearly – as long as labour, that is the lives of the strong and deft men, is a commodity which can only be bought when it yields a profit to the non-worker, we cannot be allowed to use the earth to live on like men; it is all wanted to work on like machines and just as much of the produce of our work will be given to us as will keep the machines going.

Justice, July 19th, 1884

Morris saw the dangers of attempts at social reform can end up ameliorating the workers’ condition at the expense of the workers freedom, independence and initiative. The workers remain workers within an oppressive, exploitative and alienative system. One cannot but find echoes of Morris' resigned criticism in 1895 that the world is going the way of Sydney Webb in Weber's argument that 'it is the dictatorship of the official, not that of: the worker, which .. is on the advance’ (Weber 1978b:260). Weber’s warning that such 'rational socialism' would be a 'house of servitude' had been anticipated by Morris. Such a state socialism would represent the culmination rather than the abolition of expropriation (Weber 1978b: 260, 262; 1970:100).

What we should press upon [these well intentioned reformers] is that they should set a higher ideal before them than turning the life of the workers into that of a well-conducted reformatory or benevolent prison; and that they should understand that when things are done not for the workers but by them, an ideal will present itself with great distinctness to the workers themselves..

Justice, December 20th, 1884

Insisting that emancipation of the working class is an act of the working class themselves, Marx himself had identified the reformist tendencies at work within Social Democracy and had sought to distinguish revolutionary class politics from the reformism practised by 'well meaning bourgeois and petty bourgeois’ within the socialist movement (Critique of the Gotha Programme, Circular Letter). These bourgeois elements would impose their own class conceptions upon the proletarian movement (Marx REV 1973:79 81; 1974:360). This would arrest the process in which the proletariat develop their organisational, political and intellectual capacities and hence ensure that socialism could be realised only in the compensatory, substitutionist, 'bourgeois' form of state socialism. Morris well knew that for all of the universal appeal of socialism as in the interests of all humankind, class position in the here and now induces people to work to preserve existing asymmetrical relations.

It seems to me to point to our disastrous system of production, because after all the masters and middlemen are of the same blood as the men; it is their position therefore which turns good fellows into tyrants and cheats, in fact forces them to be so.

Morris to Birchall, Nov 7 188?, Brit Mus Add MSS 45347





The case against these well meaning bourgeois and petty bourgeois reformists is that, far from abolishing class society and class exploitation, they generalise it and put it on a rational state organised basis. For Morris, there was little point in the workers exchanging one form of class rule for another. However rational and well-meaning it claimed to be, state socialism is not socialism:

Take this for the last word of my dream of what is to be: the test of our being fools no longer will be that we shall no longer have masters.
The Society of the Future Morton p 204

That seems to me to be the middle class liberal ideal of reformed society; all the world turned bourgeois, big and little, peace under the rule of competitive commerce, ease of mind, a good conscience to all and several under the rule of the devil take the hindmost.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p76

The fulfilment of that liberal ideal of the reform of our present system into a state of moderate class supremacy is impossible, because that system is after all nothing but a continuous implacable war; the war once ended, commerce .. comes to an end, and the mountains of wares which are either useless in themselves or only useful to slaves and slave-owners are no longer made, and once again art will be used to determine what things are useful and what useless to be made; since nothing should be made which does not give pleasure to the maker and the user, and that pleasure of making must produce art in the hands of the workman.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p80

The workers remain workers, with all that that entails with respect to the dehumanisation of labour.

What a hideous injustice it must be for society to compel most men to labour without pleasure… the chief accusation I have to bring against the modern state of society is that it is founded on the art-lacking or unhappy labour of the greater part of men; and all that external degradation of the face of the country of which I have spoken is hateful to me not only because it is a cause of unhappiness to some few of use who still love art, but also and chiefly because it is a token of the unhappy life forced on the great mass of the population by the system of competitive commerce.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p67


The pleasure which ought to go with the making of every piece of handicraft has for its basis the keen interest which every healthy man takes in healthy life, and is compounded, it seems to me, chiefly of three elements: variety, hope of creation, and the self-respect which comes of a sense of usefulness; to which must be added that mysterious bodily pleasure which goes with the deft exercise of the bodily powers.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p67

In short, during all this period the unit of labour was an intelligent man. Under this system of handiwork no great pressure of speed was put on a man’s work, but he was allowed to carry it through leisurely and thoughtfully; it used the whole of a man for the production of a piece of goods, and not small portions of many men; it developed the workman’s whole intelligence according to his capacity, instead of concentrating his energy on one-sided dealing with a trifling piece of work; in short, it did not submit the hand and soul of the workman to the necessities of the competitive market, but allowed them freedom for due human development. It was this system, which had not learned the lesson that man was made for commerce, but supposed in its simplicity that commerce was made for man, which produced the art of the Middle Ages, wherein the harmonious co-operation of free intelligence was carried to the furthest point which has yet been attained, and which alone of all art can claim to be called Free. The effect of this freedom, and the widespread or rather universal sense of beauty to which it gave birth, became obvious enough in the outburst of the expression of splendid and copious genius which marks the Italian Renaissance. Nor can it be doubted that this glorious art was the fruit of the five centuries of free popular art which preceded it, and not of the rise of commercialism which was contemporaneous with it; for the glory of the Renaissance faded out with strange rapidity as commercial competition developed …

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p70


Morris understood well that exploitation had not originated in capitalist society but had been present in the feudal age. Morris was not guilty of a naïve medievalism, contrasting the beauty of the feudal times with the ugliness and squalor of capitalism. Morris’ concern was to argue how the ‘freedom’ of the craftsman as craftsman and the flourishing of the architectural arts was possible within feudal society. ‘The ancient buildings of the Middle Ages’, Morris emphasised, were ‘the work of the associated labour and thought of the people, the result of a chain of tradition unbroken from the earliest ages’ (May Morris, I, p189). ‘There is not an ancient city in the East or West’, he stated:

that does not bear some token of their grief, and joy, and hope. From Ispahan to Northumberland, there is no building built between the seventh and seventeenth centuries that does not show the influence of the labour of that oppressed and neglected herd of men. No one of them, indeed, rose high above his fellows. There was no Plato, or Shakespeare, or Michael Angelo amongst them. Yet scattered as it was among many men, how strong their thought was, how long it abided, how far it travelled!

‘The Art of the People’, Works, XXII pp31-2

There is no hint of a reactionary medievalism in Morris’ view as he acknowledges the extent to which the feudal state was based on a robbery which ‘was carried out quite crudely, without any concealment or excuse, by arbitrary taxation or open violence’ (‘The Hopes of Civilisation’, Signs of Change, p86). However, the medieval craftsmen

worked shorter hours than we do .. and had more holidays. They worked deliberately and thoughtfully as all artists do .. the unspoiled country came up to their very doors… All their work depended on their own skill of hand and invention, and never failed to show signs of that in its beauty and fitness.

Commonweal May Supplement 1885


Here, Morris’ view savours a little of Thomas Carlyle, emphasising that feudal bonds were ‘theoretically at least, personal rights and personal duties’ rather than the impersonal bonds of the commercial market. Marx addressed this point in the Grundrisse, showing how those personal rights and duties were also ties and dependencies, a unity without differentiation which inhibited individual freedom. For Morris, feudal society fostered the cooperative ethic to a greater extent than capitalism, noting how usury, forestalling, and regrating were all punished as offences against the law (Signs of Change pp86f). It was in this context that the labour of the mason, weaver and smith could be a source of intrinsic interest and pleasure, and the product both useful and beautiful. In contrast, under capitalist production,

the creation of surplus value being the one aim of the employers of labour, they cannot for a moment trouble themselves as to whether the work which creates the surplus value is pleasurable to the worker or not. In fact, in order to get the greatest amount possible of surplus value out of the work … it is absolutely necessary that it should be done under such conditions as make .. a mere burden which nobody would endure unless upon compulsion.

Commonweal, June Supplement, 1885

Both the attractiveness of labour for the craftsman and the beauty of the product were destroyed by the system of wage-slavery. Whereas once labour and the product were ends in themselves, now money making was made the overriding concern, with labour and its product mere means to a monetary end. 

by lengthening the hours of labour: by intensifying the labour during its continuance; by the forcing of the workmen into noisy, dirty crowded factories; by the aggregation of the population into cities and manufacturing districts .. by the levelling of all intelligence and excellence of workmanship by means of machinery… All this is the exact contrary of the conditions under which the spontaneous art of past ages was produced.

Commonweal, June Supplement, 1885

By dehumanising labour, capitalism destroys the essential capacities of the workers, adding alienation to the burden of exploitation. This is the meaning of Marx’s comment ‘be his payment high or low’ in this passage from Capital

within the capitalist system all methods for raising the social productivity of labour are put into effect at the cost of the individual worker; that all means for the development of production undergo a dialectical inversion so that they become means of domination and exploitation of the producers; they distort the worker into a fragment of a man, they degrade him to the level of an appendage of a machine, they destroy the actual content of his labour by turning it into a torment; they alienate [entfremden] from him the intellectual potentialities of the labour process in the same proportion as science is incorporated in it as an independent power; they deform the conditions under which he works, subject him during the labour process to a despotism the more hateful for its meanness; they transform his life-time into working-time, and drag his wife and child beneath the wheels of the juggernaut of capital. But all methods for the production of surplus-value are at the same time methods of accumulation, and every extension of accumulation becomes, conversely, a means for the development of those methods. It follows therefore that in proportion as capital accumulates, the situation of the worker, be his payment high or low, must grow worse.

Marx CI 1976 ch 25

In Useful Work versus Useless Toil, (in Morton), Morris writes at length on how the capitalist imperative to produce surplus value results in a deterioration in the quality of product and of skill. Both labour and product are squeezed under the pressure of competition, which much work spent in unproductive tasks. Overcoming the imperative to extract surplus value and accumulate capital would lead to better quality goods and an improved quality of life.

For Morris, competitive ‘commerce’ is the old sin of ‘greed of money’ put on a systemic basis (LA Morton 42).





 For Morris, the ‘utilitarian’ economy was a misnomer. The products produced under capitalism were not useful at all, but useless, a waste born of stimulating and exploiting wants. ‘The word instead expresses … a quality pretty nearly the opposite of useful, and means something which is useful for nothing save squeezing money out of other people’s necessities’ (“Makeshift”, May Morris, II p474). For Morris, the ‘utilitarian’ went hand in hand with the ‘makeshift’. Capitalism was the age of shoddy organised around the production of shoddy, fake, useless, debased and debilitating ‘luxury’ articles, with demand being the product not of real need but of wants stimulated by advertising. All to the end of making money. Marx makes a pertinent point here in noting the extent to which ‘it is fashion which determines use’ so that ‘they want only 'useful things' to be produced’

but they forget that the production of too many useful things produces too many useless people. Both sides forget that prodigality and thrift, luxury and privation, wealth and poverty are equal. 

Marx EW EPM 1975:363

Morris calls for a simplicity which, paradoxically, would also entail the flourishing of human creativity and ingenuity:

Free men … must lead simple lives and have simple pleasures: and if we shudder away from that necessity now, it is because we are not free men, and have in consequence wrapped up our lives in such a complexity of dependence that we have grown feeble and helpless.

The Society of the Future Morton p 194

The only exception to the rule of shoddy were the ‘instruments made for the destruction of wealth and the slaughter of man, on which indeed wonderful ingenuity almost amounting to genius is expended’ (“Makeshift”, May Morris, II p475).
The prerequisite for human cooperation is the establishment of a classless society. By this, Morris did not mean that all individuals had to become alike. A man who condemns capitalism as the age of shoddy is hardly likely to be found arguing for a levelling down. As Morris’ arguments concerning civilisation indicate, it was a cultural elevation he sought as against capitalism’s cultural diminution. Marx envisaged a flourishing of human talents beyond the division of labour:

Our present education is purely commercial and political: we are none of us educated to be men, but some to be property-owners, and others to be property-servers. Again I demand the due results of revolution on the basis on non-ascetic simplicity of life. I think here also we must get rid of the fatal division of labour system [swim, ride, sail, carpentry or smithying, shoe a horse, ploughing, cooking, baking, sewing ‘the art of thinking’]

The Society of the Future Morton p 197

Morris’ conception of human nature and its potentiality and creativity was such that he could understand that the abolition of social inequality did not imply the eradication of natural human differences. Morris is quite explicit on this point in What Socialists Want: 
Socialists no more than other people believe that persons are naturally equal: there are amongst men all varieties of disposition, and desires, and degrees of capacity; nevertheless these differences and inequalities are very much increased by the circumstances amongst which a man lives … and these circumstances are more or less under the control of society… So you see whatever inequality I admit among people, I claim this equality that everybody should have full enough food, clothes, and housing, and full enough leisure, pleasure and education; and that everybody should have a certainty of these necessaries: in this case we should be equal as Socialists use the word.
‘What Socialists Want’ in Eugene Lemire ed The Unpublished Lectures of William Morris 1969:217

Morris’ argument rests on a philosophical anthropology which is the same in all essential respects as Marx’s. There is a distinction drawn between innate biological nature and how this nature is manifested through society and history. Human beings are born with potentialities and drives and capacities; how these are developed and realised is shaped by the social relationships within which individuals act, think, labour etc. Alienation is therefore an estrangement between human beings as conscious, creative change agents and their productive powers. And at the heart of this estrangement is the class division between capital and labour.

What I want to point out now is the impossibility of our attaining to attractive labour under this system, and to repeat that it is this robbery … which wastes the available labour-power of the civilised world, forcing many men to do nothing, and many, very many more to do nothing useful; and forcing those who carry on really useful labour to most burdensome overwork. For understand once for all that the ‘manufacturer’ aims primarily at producing, by means of the labour he has stolen from others, not goods but profits, that is, the ‘wealth’ that is produced over and above the livelihood of his workmen, and the wear and tear of his machinery. Whether that ‘wealth’ is real or sham matters nothing to him. If it sells and yields him a ‘profit’ it is all right…. Owing to there being rich people who have more money than they can spend reasonably, and who therefore buy sham wealth, there is waste on that side; and also that, owing to there being poor people who cannot afford to buy things which are worth making, there is waste on that side. So that the ‘demand’ which the capitalist ‘supplies’ is a false demand. The market in which he sells is ‘rigged’ by the miserable inequalities produced by the robbery of the system of Capital and Wages.

Useful Work versus Useless Toil p98

It is this system, therefore, which we must be resolute in getting rid of, if we are to attain to happy and useful work for all. The first step towards making labour attractive is to get the means of making labour fruitful, the Capital, including the land, machinery, factories, etc., into the hands of the community, to be used for the good of all alike, so that we might all work at ‘supplying’ the real ‘demands’ of each and all – that is to say, work for livelihood, instead of working to supply the demand of the profit market – instead of working for profit – i.e., the power of compelling other men to work against their will.

Useful Work versus Useless Toil p99

Morris, however, did much more than write an ABC of Marxism which explained how capitalism was a system of class division and exploitation and how communism was a society of common ownership and distribution according to need. The great achievement of William Morris was to tap into the human roots that feed politics and make the communist ideal real in the lives of people. Here, Morris understood the need for communist politics as a moral praxis, not only showing why workers should unite around material class interest but to present a moral vision which would inspire effort and become an object of willing, giving people reasons to make them want to realise the ideal:

Intelligence enough to conceive, courage enough to will, power enough to compel. If our ideas of a new Society are anything more than a dream, these three qualities must animate the due effective majority of the working people.

Communism Morton p 229

Morris proceeded to demonstrate what the communist society of the future would look like and how it would function.

The Communist asserts in the first place that the resources of nature, mainly the land and those other things which can only be used for the reproduction of wealth and which are the effect of social work, should not be owned in severalty, but by the whole community for the benefit of the whole… The resources of nature therefore, and the wealth used for the production of further wealth, the plant and stock in short, should be communised.

W Morris “Communism” in Morton 1973:234/45

The communist society is thus a community of equals, in which each and all would have full and free access to the means of production, which would be used to produce useful things for the satisfaction of individual and collective needs of the community.

All this .. would mean the people – that is, all society – duly organised, having in its own hands the means of production, to be owned  by no individual, but used by all as occasions called for its use, and can only be done on those terms; on any other terms people will be driven to accumulate private wealth for themselves, and thus … to waste the goods of the community and perpetuate the division into classes, which means continual war and waste.

How We Live and How We Might Live p154

The abolition of class division makes it possible to end the war and waste of capitalism and replace competition with association. Labour would no longer be ‘enslaved by Commerce’. Association would rule instead of Competition, ‘Social order instead of Individualist anarchy’ (Art and Socialism p111).

By men whose apparent self-interest binds them, consciously or unconsciously, to the present, and who are therefore hopeless for the future. I hold that the condition of competition between man and man is bestial only, and that of association human; I think that the change from the undeveloped competition of the Middle Ages, trammelled as it was by the personal relations of feudality, and the attempts at associations of the gild-craftsmen into the full-blown laissez faire competition of the nineteenth century, is bringing to birth out of its own anarchy, and by the very means by which it seeks to perpetuate that anarchy, a spirit of association founded on that antagonism which has produced all former changes in the condition of men, and which will one day abolish all classes and take definite and practical form, and substitute association for competition in all that relates to the production and exchange of the means of life.

Art Under Plutocracy Morton p66

In a communist society, production for use would replace production geared towards buying and selling on a market with a view to making profits for a privileged owning class. ‘The whole system founded on the World Market and its supply’ would be replaced by one oriented towards ‘the satisfaction of the common needs of mankind and the preparation for them’ (NN p368). This satisfaction of ‘the common needs’ referred to the ordinary needs of individuals, as distinct from artificially stimulated wants. For Morris this is the only legitimate basis of economic necessity. Beyond this, the rational aim of human society with respect to production was the useful and the beautiful. Morris became a communist when he understood that the only possibility for the realisation of this end was through ‘the workers properly organized for production’, having free and full access to means of production as well as to the fruits which they co-operated to produce – the fruits of cooperative labour to which all contribute and all are entitled to share.

Now I observe, I said that to the existence of the workers it was combination, not competition, that was necessary, while to that of the profit-makers combination was impossible, and war necessary. The present position of the workers is that of the machinery of commerce, or in plainer words its slaves; when they change that position and become free, the class of profit-makers must cease to exist; and what will then be the position of the workers? Even as it is they are the one necessary part of society, the life-giving part; the other classes are but hangers-on who live on them. But what should they be, what will they be, when they, once for all, come to know their real power, and cease competing with one another for livelihood? I will tell you: they will be society, they will be the community. And being society – that is, there being no class outside them to contend with – they can then regulate their labour in accordance with their own real needs.
When the workers are society they will regulate their labour, so that the supply and demand shall be genuine, not gambling; the two will then be commensurate, for it is the same society which demands that also supplies; there will be no more artificial famines then, no more poverty amidst over-production, amidst too great a stock of the very things which should supply poverty and turn it into well-being. In short, there will be no waste and therefore no tyranny.

How We Live and How We Might Live p145
Morris’ argument concerning the fruits of cooperative labour mirror Marx in the Critique of the Gotha Programme:

In a more advanced phase of communist society, when the enslaving subjugation of individuals to the division of labour, and thereby the antithesis between intellectual and physical labour, have disappeared; when labour is no longer just a means of keeping alive but has itself become a vital need; when the all-round development of individuals has also increased their productive powers and all the springs of cooperative wealth flow more abundantly - only then can society wholly cross the narrow horizon of bourgeois right and inscribe on its banner: From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs!

In the communist society envisaged by Morris, the principle ‘from each according to their ability, to each according to their needs’ would apply: 

No other ideal on this matter of livelihood in a post-monopolist community appears to me worth considering than the satisfaction of each man’s needs in return for the exercise of his faculties for the benefit of each and all: to me this seems the only rational society. And this means practical equality. For when you have satisfied the man’s needs what else can you do for him?

P Meier An unpublished lecture of William Morris: “How Shall We Live Then?’, International Review of Social History XVI (2) 1971:1/24). 153





It is important to emphasise the extent to which Morris advocated common ownership over and against state ownership. Morris establishes the principled framework of this common ownership and distribution according to needs. This intrinsic feature of the communist society is constituted by cooperative decision-making arrangements.

The communization of the means of industry would speedily be followed by the communization of its product: that is that there would be complete equality of condition amongst all men. Which again does not mean that people would (all round) use their neighbours’ coats, or houses or tooth brushes, but that every one, whatever work he did, would have the opportunity of satisfying all his reasonable needs according to the admitted standard of the society in which he lived: i.e., without robbing any other citizen.

Communism in Morton p238

The Communist asserts in the first place that the resources of nature, mainly the land and those other things which can only be used for the reproduction of wealth and which are the effect of social work, should not be owned in severalty, but by the whole community for the benefit of the whole. That where this is not the case the owners of these means of production must of necessity be the masters of those who do not own a sufficiency of them to free them from the need of paying with a portion of their labour for the use of the said means of production; and that the masters or owners of the means of production do practically own the workers; very practically, since they really dictate to them the kind of life they shall lead, and the workers cannot escape from it unless by themselves becoming owners of the means of production, i.e. of other men. The resources of nature therefore, and the wealth used for the production of further wealth, the plant and stock in short, should be communised. Now if that were done, it would at once check the accumulation of riches,

Communism in Morton p 235

Whilst Morris recognises that there may be a need for a certain degree of central coordination, communist society as a community of equals implies that decision-making would proceed from the base upwards rather than from the top downwards. Morris’ communism is a society powered from the base upwards.

As the working classes, the real organic part of society, take in these ideas, hope will arise in them, and they will claim changes in society  … the one thing necessary to claim, equality of condition …. and the civilised world will be socialized…

How We Live and How We Might Live p158


The ‘equality of condition’ which would prevail in the communist society rendered the concept of property redundant. For Morris, ‘the people’, by which he means ‘all society – duly organised’, would concentrate in its own hands the means of production, owned by no individual or sectional group, but used by all according to need (“How We Live and How We Might Live” Morton).

We assert that monopoly must come to an end, and that those who can use the means of the production of wealth should have all opportunity of doing so, without being forced to surrender a great part of the wealth which they have created to an irresponsible owner of the necessaries to production; and we have faith in the regenerative qualities of this elementary piece of honesty, and believe that the world thus set free will enter on a new cycle of progress.

The Society of the Future Morton p 188

The concept of ‘ownership’ implies that someone who ‘owns’ something also controls access to it to the exclusion of all others. This is what Morris means by ‘monopoly’. To the extent that everyone, either as an individual or as a member of a ‘duly organised’ group, has free access to the means of production, then no one is excluded; monopoly has ended and every member of society stands in equal relation with respect to the use of the means of production. In this sense, it is something of a misnomer to argue that communism is based on the common ownership of the means of production. In truth, under communism the means of production are owned by no one, neither individual nor group, and certainly not the state; communism is a system of non-ownership geared towards use. The concept of property has given way to use, with property rights in the means of production being replaced by commonly agreed and adhered to social arrangements which allow free access to the means of production for use according to need.

Whilst Morris could envisage ‘state socialism’ as a possible transitional stage on the way to communism, he was clear that there was no basis for state or government ownership within communism. For Morris, the state was an instrument of coercion, a means of ruling over people in a class divided society, which therefore had no basis or rationale in the classless community of equals he considered communism to be. In Morris’ view, the state was an instrument of class coercion (government, courts, armed forces, police, prisons) established to enforce the monopoly of the means of production exercised by the owning class. The logical corollary of this is that the abolition of this monopoly also entails the end of the institutional machinery required for its enforcement: ‘we have no longer anything which you … would call a government’ (NN p257). The state as coercion is therefore replaced in communism by non-coercive ‘arrangements’ for settling social affairs. Communism could not be founded on state ownership for the very reason that there would be no state in a communist society, for the very reason that there would be no classes. For Morris, communism did not imply that the means of production were to be owned by any institution apart from the individuals composing society, but rather that these productive means were to be freely available as and when people needed to use them. In contradistinction to state ownership, common ownership is not a form of property, but a form of non-possession and non-ownership in which cooperative arrangements allow individuals full and free access. Without class monopoly of private property and without class division, there would be no more need for the state as the instrument of class domination.

Political society as we know it will have come to an end: the relations between man and man will no longer be that of status or of property. It will no longer be the hierarchical position, the office of the man, that will be considered, as in the Middle Ages, nor his property as now, but his person. Contract enforced by the State will have vanished into the same limbo as the holiness of the nobility of the blood. So we shall at one stroke get rid of all that side of artificiality which bids us sacrifice each our own life to the supposed necessity of an institution which is to take care of the troubles of people which may never happen: every case of clashing rights and desires will be dealt with on its own merits – that is, really, and not legally. [Godwin] Private property of course will not exist as a right: there will be such an abundance of all ordinary necessaries that between private persons there will be no obvious and immediate exchange necessary… 

The Society of the Future Morton p 195

In a communist society that is beyond class division, the coercive functions of a central state would no longer be required, whilst any administrative activities – what Marx called ‘legitimate governmental functions’ - would be devolved to local communities and groups of producers. Morris argues for ‘a gradual and increasing delegation of the present powers of central government to municipal and local bodies’ after the communist revolution. This devolution would proceed ‘until the political nation should be sapped, and give place to a federation of local and industrial organisations’ which would in time take the form of ‘a complete automatic system’ (Morris and Bax SGO 1893:213 219).
Morris sought ‘to give all men a share in the responsibility of the administration of things’, hoping that such an administration would ‘take the place of the government of persons’ (P Meier An unpublished lecture of William Morris: “How Shall We Live Then?’, International Review of Social History XVI (2) 1971:1/24). The basic ‘unit of management’ in this ‘administration of things’ would be the local community – ‘a commune, or a ward, or a parish’ (NN 270). A unit of such relatively small scale was desirable ‘so that the greatest possible number of persons might be interested in public affairs’ (NN 270). The general meeting (‘mote’) of all the members of the community would be the decision-making body in these communities and decisions would be based on consensus, with majority vote only required as a last resort, and even then only if all those taking part agree to accept the result.


The bond of Communistic society will be voluntary in the sense that all people will agree in its broad principles when it is fairly established, and will trust to it as affording mankind the best kind of life possible – i.e., due opportunity free to everyone for the satisfaction of his needs – do not let us forget the necessary (and beneficent) variety of temperament, capacity and desires which exists amongst men about everything outside the region of the merest necessaries.

Socialism and Anarchism Morton p212

Since the local community could not be, or would want to be, self-sufficient, links with other communities would be allowed for specific purposes. These links would be established on a federal basis, so that the political power of centralized states would be dissolved into a ‘Federation of Independent Communities’, ‘a system of free communities living in harmonious federation with each other, managing their own affairs by the free consent of their members’ (“The Dawn of a New Epoch” in Morris Signs of Change 1888:199). 

The highest unit would be the great council of the socialized world, and between these would be federations of localities arranged for convenience of administration. The great federal organising power, whatever form it took, would have the function of the administration of production in its wider sense. It would have to see to, for instance, the collection and distribution of all information as to the wants of populations and the possibilities of supplying them, leaving all details to the subordinate bodies, local and industrial.
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The federal bodies would be made up of delegates sent by the local communities. Decisions would be reached by consensus; the federal bodies would have no coercive power to impose decisions. The centre would play a coordinating role, gathering information about what goods are in demand, passing this on to the appropriate bodies for them to organise production. 

Just as the basic unit of political administration would be the local community, so the basic unit of the economy would be the local ‘guild’: 

Topographically, we conceive of the township as the lowest unit, industrially, of the trade or occupation organized somewhat on the lines of a craft-guild. In many instances the local branch of the guild would be within the limits of the township.
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Those working in the same trade or industry would organize themselves into a body for the purposes of controlling production in that particular branch. In like manner to the local communities in politics, these industrial bodies would federate on a national and a world basis. Economic arrangements would be settled by an industrial parliament:

As to what goods are required by the community that the community will settle for itself by means of any set of rational representatives whom it may select for this purpose. Nothing can possibly be easier with any decent organisation than to find out for instance whether more boots and shoes are wanted than are being made and to act accordingly. It is not moreover difficult to imagine a system by which representatives of all the trades should meet together to settle questions of trade. It must be recollected of course that there being no classes, such representatives are really so being simple members of the body they represent, and very unlike our ‘members of parliament’.

P Meier La Pensée Utopique de William Morris 2 vols 1972

Morris describes what kind of society is implied by communism at length:

It is a society which does not know the meaning of the words rich and poor, or the rights of property, or law or legality, or nationality: a society which has no consciousness of being governed; in which equality of condition is a matter of course, and in which no man is rewarded for having served the community by having the power given him to injure it.
It is a society conscious of a wish to keep life simple, to forgo some of the power over nature won by past ages in order to be more human and less mechanical, and willing to sacrifice something to this end. It would be divided into small communities varying much within the limits allowed by due social ethics, but without rivalry between each other, looking with abhorrence at the idea of a holy race.
Being determined to be free, and therefore contented with a life not only simpler but even rougher than the life of slave-owners, division of labour would be habitually limited: men (and women too, of course) would do their work and take their pleasure in their own persons, and not vicariously: the social bond would be habitually and instinctively felt, so that there would be no need to be always asserting it by set forms: the family of blood-relationship would melt into that of the community and of humanity. The pleasures of such a society would be founded on the free exercise of the senses and passions of a healthy human animal, so far as this did not injure the other individuals of the community and so offend against social unity: no one would be ashamed of humanity or ask for anything better than its due development.
But from this healthy freedom would spring up the pleasures of intellectual development, which the men of civilisation so foolishly try to separate from sensuous life, and to glorify at its expense.
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6 SYNOPSIS OF NEWS FROM NOWHERE
‘This is one of the most striking features of Thomas More’s Utopia. Not only is it the first to attempt a fully developed vision of a transformed world; it is firmly anchored in material reality; and as such remains justly the most famous. And in terms of influence – in the scope of its argument, its concept of citizenship and classlessness, of the indispensable part to be played by education in the making of a true commonwealth; and because of its devastating attack upon the money system and the scandalous exploitation of the poor this system condones – it is perhaps the only work of its class that can stand comparison with Morris’s. Morris’s view of the book is generous:





I. DISCUSSION AND  BED
At a Socialist League meeting one night, there has been a heated dis-. cussion as to what life would be like after a socialist revolution. (

2 A Morning Bath
the waterman ‘is providing a service for all who need it… His needs, in turn, are met just as freely as he meets those of others’ (35). 

4 A Market by the Way
‘the views of beautiful housing’ no poor people to be seen (NN 36)
‘the greater part … were frankly open and joyous’ (NN 203).
‘This whole mass of architecture which we had come upon so suddenly from amidst the pleasant fields was not only exquisitely beautiful in itself’ (NN 203).

5 Children on the Road
 groups of children camping together in the woods = “school” 
‘learning has become wholly practical and spontaneous, throughout life.
‘they learn to do things for themselves, and get to notice the wild creatures; and .. the less they stew inside houses the better for them’ (NN 207).

6 A Little Shopping
‘the complete absence of money, buying and selling.




‘prisons have been abolished, together with the rest of the machinery of oppression’.
‘work is fully under the control of the workers’. (NN 224/5).
They then come across some workshops, and some men working on road repairs, whose work is being positively enjoyed, being fully under their control. (37).

9 Concerning Love
‘divorce courts no longer exist, since quarrels over private property relationships have become a thing of the past. Housekeeping and childbearing are fully respected as vital activities, and men and women live and work happily together in harmony and freedom’ (37).

10 Questions and Answers
education  - denounces the old indoctrination of the old schooling system, which was born of the poverty it perpetuated. Now no learning is forced, but is always available when sought. (NN  245/6).
The changes that have been made to the urban and rural landscape of London and the rest of the country, with the gradual breaking down of the rigid distinction between country and town’.
“Now tell me about the towns of the country”
He said: “As to the big murky places which were once, as we know, the centres of manufacture, they have, like the brick and mortar desert of London, disappeared; only since they were centres of nothing but ‘manufacture’, and served no purpose but that of the gambling market, they have left less signs of their existence than London. Of course, the great change in the use of mechanical force made this an easy matter, and some approach to their break-up as centres would probably have take place, even if we had not changed our habits so much: but they being such as they were, no sacrifice would have seemed too great a price to pay for getting rid of the ‘manufacturing districts’… One is tempted to believe from what one has read of the condition of those districts in the nineteenth century, that those who had them under their power worried, befouled, and degraded men out of malice prepense: but it was not so; like the miseducation of which we were talking just now, it came of their dreadful poverty.
NN 250/1

The crude ideas of the first half of the twentieth century, when men were still oppressed by the fear of poverty, and did not look enough to the present pleasure of ordinary daily life, spoilt a great deal of what the commercial age had left us of external beauty: and I admit that it was but slowly that men recovered from their injuries they had inflicted on themselves even after they became free. But slowly as the recovery came, it did come; and the more you see of us, the clearer it will be to you that we are happy…





‘Government, which was just the ‘machinery of tyranny’ (NN 261), no longer exists at all; the whole people is the “parliament”’.
‘living under a class system which proclaimed inequality and poverty as the law of God and the bond which held the world together’ (NN 259).

12 Concerning the Arrangement of Life
‘For about one hundred and fifty years, society has flourished without strife and robbery. The end of all private property and class division brought with it the end of all the bitterness and violence it had engendered. This has meant the end of crime and law, and how society now deals with the violent deeds which may still occasionally occur, not with the desire for punishment which is based on fear, but with practical compassion and the avoidance of further damage. Commerce and the market system have also been replaced by a co-operative administration of social affairs.

13 Concerning Politics
‘we are very well off as to politics – because we have none’ (NN 267).

14 How Matters are Managed
The Capitalist World Market

‘This is a radical alternative to what existed in Morris’s day, and which still exists in an even more developed form in our day, and which Morris described as follows:




Communism would end this tyranny of the world market and allow humans to escape from the vicious circle it engendered and to re-orientate productions towards the satisfaction of their ordinary needs:





As Morris felt that most of these common, or ordinary needs of people – for food, clothes, housing and household goods – could and should be met locally, what he was proposing was the replacement of the world market and centralized States by an interlocking network of human-scale communities that would be largely self-reliant as far as the provision of their members’ more basic needs was concerned. In other words, in Morris’s vision of world communism, there would be production for local use, supplemented as necessary by transfers of essential materials and products not available everywhere between regions arranged by co-ordinating centres at regional and world levels.





Morris denies that this will lead to the obliteration of national variety.

You will find plenty of variety: the landscape, the building, the diet, the amusements, all various. The men and women varying in looks as well as in habits of thought; the costume far more various than in the commercial period .. we are all bent on the same enterprise, making the most of our lives’ (NN 268).

 ‘All national boundaries have been abolished, which has allowed a far richer diversity of cultures to flourish. Differences of opinion no longer crystallises people into political parties permanently hostile to one another (NN 269). Conflicts are resolved by majority will and, often, through common consensus. There is a system of local Mores, or discussion meetings, with thorough and informed debate leading to democratic decisions on all matters of common interest. The suggestion that “political strife” arises from human nature is rejected. Human nature differs according to circumstances and social relations (NN 269). 





How is that managed?
… let us take one of our units of management, a commune, or a ward, or a parish (for we have all three names, indicating little real distinction between them now, though time was there was a good deal). In such a district … some neighbours think that something ought to be done or undone: a new town-hall built; a clearance of inconvenient houses; or say a stone bridge substituted for some ugly old iron one – there you have undoing and doing in one. Well, at the next ordinary meeting of the neighbours, or Mote, as we call it, according to the ancient tongue of the times before bureaucracy, a neighbour proposes the change, and of course, if everybody agrees, there is an end of discussion, except about details. Equally, if no one backs the proposer … the matter drops for the time being; a thing not likely to happen amongst reasonable men, however, as the proposer is sure to have talked it over with others before the Mote.
If there is disagreement the formal discussion is put off to the next Mote, during which time there are arguments for and against. The question is debated until, if the minority has not grown, they always give way (NN 271).

This true democracy is the only real alternative to tyranny. As for the idea of ending “the tyranny of society” by every individual enjoying complete independence, this is also rejected as quite impractical’.
In addition to rejecting the system of private property ‘for the purpose of safeguarding the freedom of the individual will’, Morris rules out a Platonic ‘aristocracy of intellect’, ‘a class of superior persons capable of judging on all matters without consulting the neighbours’ (NN 272).





‘Learning does not take place in an institution, but is a living, free experience which is not compulsory, but stimulated by curiosity. Practical skills are regarded as no less worthy an aspect of learning than more abstract intellectual pursuits. Relaxed, non-regimented learning, freed from the competitive examining rituals and degrading notions of teachers and taught, comprise one of the most attractive features of Nowhere.
The absence of compulsory instruction frees Nowhere from the danger of an intellectual elite having the power to direct the people’s ‘habit of acting on the whole for the best’. The nurture of human decency is not an active process of moral imposition, but a passive, spontaneous response to non-competitive material conditions.
In Nowhere there are no police or prisons or courts of law. Just as there are no schools, there is no formal machinery for dealing with members of society who transgress. As for punishment, it is regarded as a foolish anachronism. Elaborating upon the theme of crime: ‘By far the greater part of these in past days were the result of the laws of private property, which forbade the satisfaction of their natural desires to all but a privileged few…’ (NN 263).
‘The absence of schools and prisons are optimistic indicators that we are looking at a refreshingly non-authoritarian utopia. But still the sceptical onlooker has a right to ask more questions before this utopian vision can be certified as a genuine accomplishment of unenforced social harmony’. In St Augustine’s City of God or Calvin’s Geneva the authoritarian repression of dissent against the divine will serves to cement the unity of true believers. [secular version of unity = the law] Even those entering Rousseau’s Enlightenment-based Social Contract must accept that the General Will is entitled to force them to be free. In Nowhere cohesion is not the product of compulsion. It is not enough that the inhabitants of Nowhere should be free from the tyranny of employers and the State for them to be truly free: they must be free also from any stultifying morality which pushes minorities – even minorities of one – into the isolation of the despised dissident. Morris was emphatic about this, explaining in 1887 that ‘my ideal of the Society of the future is first of all freedom and cultivation of the individual will’ (“The Society of the Future” in Morton 1973:192). Hammond is rightly concerned to explain that the inhabitants of Nowhere are free from moral as well as legal coercion:





This affirmation of the freedom of individuals to think or behave differently from those around them places Nowhere in a tradition of libertarianism from which most utopias must be excluded. The contrast between Morris’s vision of an unschooled, undomesticated, non-employed, lawless, and yet reasonable and practical people, and Edward Bellamy’s coerced, regimented, bureaucratised cogs in the techno-utopian machine points to two distinct theories about the relationship between social efficiency and human nature’ (88).

15 On the Lack of Incentive
The special reward for hard work – the work itself has become a great pleasure, both as artistic creation, and in the gratification of pleasing others. In contrast to the obsessive and constant cheapening of production standards under the pressures of the old World Market system, work is now geared directly to satisfying human needs in every aspect. There is now no longer any reason to produce anything but the very best possible quality for all, and increasing effort is directed towards refining the beauty of all products’.

‘No reward for labour? … The reward for labour is life. Is that not enough? Plenty of reward … the reward of creation..’ (NN274).

18 The Beginning of the New Life
‘From that time, people were able to begin to find real joy in one another and in the beauty of life and creative ability’.

‘pure Communism’ is ‘the only reasonable condition of Society’ (NN 288).
The ‘great motive-power of the change was a longing for freedom and equality’ (NN 288).

‘The result is a succession of economic crises, brought about by the encroachment of State Socialism into capitalist society and the impediments this puts in the way of capital accumulation, culminating in a terrible crisis which Morris locates in 1952.





The Resolution is a declaration of class war.





Although, when compared with the government, this Committee of Public Safety initially has few forces at its command, it gradually becomes an alternative source of legitimacy’ (59).

‘But what is of immensely more importance is the emergence, at grass-roots level, of “a new network of workmen’s associations .. whose avowed single object was the tiding over of the ship of the community into a single condition of Communism”. It is these ‘workmen’s associations [workers’ councils] which become “the mouthpiece and intermediary of the whole of the working classes” (NN 1973:304). 

‘The removal of the Committee of Public Safety has little practical effect, since the centre of gravity of the revolution has already shifted to the workers’ councils. The revolution has assumed the form of ‘a huge mass of people in thorough sympathy with the movement, bound together by a great number of links of small centres with very simple instructions” (NN 1973:305). Even more noteworthy is the fact that it is probably this juncture that one can identify with the concrete emergence of communism, albeit in a rudimentary form. No longer is the Committee of Public Safety issuing vouchers as substitute money in payment for requisitioned goods. Rather, it is the case that:





‘The needs of the moment draw out from within the working class the organisational skills and other latent talents that the situation demands. The civil was develops ‘the due talent for administration’ ‘amongst the working men’ (NN 1973:314).

‘Morris writes as a communist critic of capitalist society and what appals him about this social system is not just that its ugliness and brutality offends his sensitive nature as an artist, but that human community is torn apart by capitalism’s class divisions. Yet for Morris the divisive effect of social classes is not a cause merely of dismay and regret. As a communist, he sees not only the negative side of the class struggle but also the promise of human liberation that it contains’ (62).

An important feature of ‘Morris’s revolution is the importance attributed to the working class self-liberation, and the accompanying playing down of the role of leadership. Revolution is portrayed by Morris as a process whereby workers learn to organise themselves and develop the ability to administer their own affairs in their own collective interest’ (63/4).

‘In contrast to capitalist revolutions, which elevate certain ‘great men’ as they unfold (and hence are pregnant with a new ruling class), the role played by the Committee of Public Safety diminishes as the communist revolution progresses.
The centre of gravity of the revolution progressively shifts to Morris’s ‘workmen’s associations’; a twentieth century author would probably have used the term ‘workers’ councils’ to describe these organisations of working class self-administration. What is remarkable about Morris’s account written in 1890, is that easily recognisable in his description of grass-roots bodies which are thrown up spontaneously in the heat of revolutionary struggle are the workers’ councils that emerged historically for the first time only fifteen years later in the Russian revolution of 1905. In Morris’s revolution it is these workmen’s associations/workers’ councils which both guarantee that the revolutionary movement will be multifocal (and hence will not be dominated by a centralised leadership) and provide an environment in which workers’ initiative can flourish. Far from being in a position to lead the revolution, the old members of the Committee of Public Safety ‘had little administrative capacity’, thus leaving the ground clear for organisational links and an administrative structure to crytallize among the broad mass of revolutionary workers’ (NN 1973:304). This trend is enhanced as the revolution gathers momentum and reaches its climax in the general strike and the civil war. Morris’s vision of a process of working class self-liberation that is largely free from leadership stems from the strategy encapsulated in the maxim of the International Working Men’s Association that ‘the emancipation of the working class must be the act of the working class itself’ (22).

‘One factor which prevents the generalisation of self-centred and destructive attitudes, which would produce nothing more than mere social breakdown, is the educational effect of socialist propaganda. The mass of the working class ‘had been leavened by Socialist opinion in the first place, and in the second place by actual contact with declared Socialists, many or indeed most of whom were members of those bodies of workmen’ (NN 1973:309).

‘Morris was too much of a materialist to imagine that the force of ideas alone, even socialist ideas, was enough…In his eyes, socialist education is not reducible to a set of ideas that is acquired by the working class solely thanks to the efforts of socialists. Morris took the view that understanding of communism is acquired, at least in part, through the workers’ own activity in a communist revolution. For Morris, communist revolution is not simply a process whereby the working class changes the purpose and organisation of society. Part and parcel of a communist revolution is that, in struggling to change society, workers also change themselves. In line with this perception of the educational effect of revolutionary struggle, Morris does not suggest that communist revolution comes on to the agenda only when a sufficient number of workers have had their otherwise empty heads filled with socialist propaganda. Rather it is that, through their own experiences of struggle, first within capitalism and ultimately against capitalism, workers come to understand not only how to fight but also what it is that they are fighting for (NN 1973:291).

‘It speaks volumes that Morris describes the workers’ councils as ‘the mouthpiece and intermediary of the whole of the working classes’ and Parliament as ‘their committee’ – the profit-grinders (NN 1973:304). ‘Parliament is presented as irrelevant to the working class, and the communist revolution is depicted as an extra-parliamentary struggle’.
‘The only people for whom Morris’s handling of this issue is likely to pose problems are those who equate democracy with parliamentary institutions. What Morris is pointing out to his readers is that Parliament does not even remotely approximate to an organ of genuine democracy.





Morris believes that this is indeed the case and that, in contrast to Parliament, it is the communist revolution which is really democratic. The communist revolution is democratic because, in the first place, it pits the oppressed majority against those who are seeking to defend minority privileges. Secondly, and more important however, the communist revolution is democratic not simply because it is in the interests of a majority but because, through the organisations they have constructed, the working class majority can, in a direct and unmediated fashion, shape their own destiny and control their own lives. The workers’ councils Morris sketches are mass, grass-roots organisations. As ‘mouthpieces’, they directly express the views of their members, rather than, in the style of Parliament, taking decisions on behalf of constituents who have forfeited all rights once elections have taken place. And, as ‘intermediaries’, they are horizontally arranged bodies for communicating and negotiating, rather than vertically aligned structures with ruling and controlling functions, again as typified by parliamentary government.
Morris’s view of a communist revolution occurring beyond and against Parliament is at one with the other features of the imaginary revolution… Morris’s revolution is anti-parliamentary precisely because it is based on the class struggle, precisely because it is an act of workers’ self-liberation that dispenses with leadership and precisely because it is informed by an understanding of communism’ (67/8).


‘Lest the reader be left in any doubt that Nowhere is anything less than a society abundant in human happiness:





 ‘exodus of the people from the town to the country, and the gradual recovery by the town-bred people on one side, and the country-bred people on the other, of those arts of life which they had each lost..’ (NN 365).

‘equality which we now recognise as the bond of all happy human society?’ (NN 367).

‘The smallness of the scale of everything’ (NN 378).





To be is to build – as we build, so shall we live.

In Morris’ view, traditional building materials grow old gracefully. Whilst stone, timber, brick, clay and straw can wear out, erode, split and leak, they last better than the materials of modern building when properly maintained. And even in decline they are not offensive. Throughout his writings, Morris advocates those building materials which improve by ageing and selective renewal. Morris’ architectural landscape eschews structural components like cast iron and corrugated iron. Morris well understood the dangers of restoration and favoured leaving old buildings alone. However, Morris would draw attention to the fact that most of the building materials used today are deteriorating as soon as they are on the site, whereas the components of the built environment of News from Nowhere improve in appearance from the moment that they are put in place. When asked what the greatest asset of a building is, Lewis Mumford replied ‘time’. The components that Morris favoured using in building mellow with age to become an inevitable and cherished part of the environment.

In his work, Morris assumed the mutual accommodation of the human and the natural world. Even at an elementary level, the worst of buildings become ‘humanized’ and naturalised as plants grow up in or around it, trees and bushes screen it, and people have a natural environment to look at, experiencing the changing of the seasons. Morris’ views are not only concomitant with the Garden City movement, but anticipate the 20th century exodus from the overcrowded industrial cities back to the country. It is important to understand, however, that Morris was not arguing for people to abandon the towns for the country. He sought to overcome the dualism of town and country. Morris wanted ‘neither the towns to be appendages of the country, nor the country of the town: I want the town to be impregnated with the beauty of the country, and the country with the intelligence and vivid life of the town. I want every homestead to be clean, orderly and tidy, a lovely house surrounded by acres and acres of garden. On the other hand, I want the town to be clean, orderly and tidy; in short, a garden with beautiful houses in it’ (William Morris Works vol XVI 71/2 quoted in Paul Thompson The Work of William Morris 1990:278). Morris also thought that ‘every child should be able to play in a garden close to the place where his parents live’, (William Morris Works vol XVI 22 quoted in Paul Thompson The Work of William Morris 1990:73). An appropriate balance between town and country was crucial to the realisation of this end, ‘I even demand that there be left waste places and wilds in it’. News from Nowhere encapsulates in imaginative form all of Morris’s hopes with respect to what is now called town and country planning (132/3). 
Whilst lip service is frequently paid to Morris’ vision, the preferred domestic environments of the 1990s, as exhibited in the ‘neo-vernacular’ estates of speculative builders, the converted barns and granaries available at inflated prices, the out-of-town hypermarkets designed like farm-yards with acres of hand-made clay tiles on their steeply-pitched roofs, the ersatz ruralism, all indicate a grotesque parody of Morris’s vision. All dead, inorganic form, but not the content, style without substance.

An architecture which expresses a planetary vision, rather than an abstract technological romanticism, would be, as in the Middle Ages, rooted in its own region. Though it is impossible to achieve with any degree of purity in these days, we can work towards it if we look for the non-technological solution at the planning stage, use low-energy materials, include the material’s life in assessment of building costs, start from traditional techniques, simplify and purify construction details; plan to trap heat and sunlight, and avoid complicated mechanical systems; cut down hours of alienating paper work, and help building users to take back control of the building process and the planning and design of their villages and neighbourhoods.

David Lea ‘One Earth: William Morris’s Vision’ in William Morris Today 1984:57


 Morris sought an architecture which could re-engage the population with the land. His views repudiated the 19th century industrialism in favour of the craft techniques of the Middle Ages. Such views valued the perceived ‘naturalness’ of former societies, with their reliance upon ‘tradition’.  However, Morris’ argument for an architecture based upon craft production is based not on a Ruskinian valorization of nature, but on an appreciation that the scaling down of production methods permit the development of a more responsive and less wasteful constructional language. So long as the built environment continues to be constructed for purposes of capital accumulation, building remains secondary to development. In such an profit driven context industrialised techniques which offer financial economies to the developers will prevail, but the gains made by private interests will be obtained at the expense of social and environmental losses to the nation. 

In reading Morris’ words on the build and architectural landscape one recalls Heidegger’s conception of dwelling in the fourfold - the fourfold of earth, sky, gods, and mortals. Heidegger argues that "dwelling" is the human "essence" (QCT 28, P 257, PLT 213 ff.). For human beings to create a genuine home here on earth means to ascend from mortal to divine state by integrating nature and culture. The fourfold is what "we call the world" (PLT 179). To dwell is to be "at home" (QCT 49). This is to be in the world as in a Heimat, a homeland as opposed to a foreign or alien place. For Heidegger, "Earth is the building bearer, nourishing with its fruits, tending water and rock, plant and animal" (PLT 178). Dwellers dwell "on" the earth (PLT 149). "Sky is the sun's path, the course of the moon, the glitter of the stars, the year's seasons, the light and dusk of day, the gloom and glow of night, the clemency and inclemency of the weather, the drifting clouds and the blue depth of the aether" (PLT 178). Dwellers dwell "under" the sky (PLT 149).
So far so good. The most difficult element of the fourfold to understand from an ecological perspective is "the gods," die Gottlichen, literally "the godly ones." Heidegger writes that Greek tragedy "brought the presence of the gods, [i.e.,] brought the dialogue of divine and human destinings to radiance" (QCT 34). The gods are therefore "divine destinings," the "laws" (HE 312) or "edicts" (I 116) that are the fundamental ethos of a community. 

The fourfold of earth, sky, gods, and mortals is actually the twofold of nature and culture. "Sky" and "Earth" together refer to nature. Individuals, mortals, gathered together by a common "heritage," by a shared pantheon of gods, refer to culture or community: only by dwelling "in the sight of the gods" does "man become a people (Volk)" (GA 39 216). 
The ethics of dwelling will therefore vary according to place and person. The primary object of guardianship in the local fourfold is not the universe or the planet, but the particular fourfold to which one belongs. Sky and earth are nature, gods and mortals - mortals living in community "before" their gods - are culture. Heidegger argues not only for an intra-natural and of an intra-cultural "mirroring" but also for a mirroring between nature and culture. There is therefore a mutual mirroring between the gods of a people on the one hand, and their sky and earth, on the other. To understand what Heidegger is getting at one can refer to Nietzsche’s argument that "once you have recognised the need and land and sky... of a people you may also guess the law of their overcomings." 

A point to emphasise here is that there is a clear difference between inhabiting a geographical region and dwelling in a fourfold. Bodenstandigkeit is a fundamental Heideggerian concept, meaning rootedness of life in the soil. The life of the person is "rooted" in the life of the place. And so, too, are the virtues, the "clarity of heart" developed by the "clear light" with which "the autumn sun of the Black Forest" bathes the mountain ranges." It is, of course, possible to inhabit a region without one's "gods" being the ones native to that place. But, if so, one merely inhabits the place, one does not dwell there. 





Often considered a utopian and a dreamer, William Morris has plenty to say with respect not only to the socialist end but the political means for realising this end. Morris was involved in socialist politics and had plenty of pertinent things to say about how this politics should be undertaken. Morris emphasised not only the need for a political party but for this party to be a party of cadres, possessing a high level of theoretical understanding, and capable of assuming a leading role in any revolutionary activity on the part of the working class. Morris was clear that The Socialist League should stand for revolutionary and scientific Socialism, as against Hyndman’s ‘political opportunism’ on the one hand and to reformism on the other:

There are many people who will admit the justice of the Socialist criticisms of the present state of society, and are prepared to do all they can for the working classes than can be done for the working classes and not by them.

Morris argued that Hyndman’s methods would achieve only a ‘mechanical revolution’, not a genuine revolution. By contrast with this, Morris demanded ‘an educated movement’.

Discontent is not enough, though it is natural and inevitable. The discontented must know what they are aiming at … My belief is that the old order can only be overthrown by force; and for that reason it is all the more necessary that the revolution… should be, not an ignorant, but an intelligent revolution. What I should like to have now, far more than anything else, would be a body of able, high-minded, competent men, who should act as instructors of the masses and as their leaders during critical periods of the movement. It goes without saying that a great proportion of these instructors and organizers should be working men.. I should like to see 2,000 men of that stamp engaged in explaining the principles of rational, scientific Socialism all over the kingdom.

Morris condemned the tendency to opportunism since it ‘would have involved us in alliances, however temporary, with one or other of the political factions, and would have weakened our propagandist force by driving us into electioneering’. This, in turn, could deprive the socialist movement of some of its best leaders, ‘by sending them to our sham parliament, there to become either nonentities, or perhaps our masters, and it may be our betrayers’ (The Statement in Tom Mann). Morris stresses the educational role of the propaganda and the importance of building up a party of cadres:

Our view is that such a body in the present state of things has no function but to educate the people in the principles of Socialism, and to organize such as it can get hold of to take their due places, when the crisis shall come which will force action on us.





In July, 1885, Morris defined his own position in Commonweal:

I should like our friend to understand whither the whole system of palliation tends – namely, to the creation of a new middle class to act as a buffer between the proletariat and their direct and obvious masters; the only hope of the bourgeois for retarding the advance of Socialism lies in this device. Let our friend think of a society thus held together. Let him consider how sheepishly the well-to-do workers to-day offer themselves to the shearer; and are we to help our masters to keep on creating fresh and fresh flocks of sheep? What a society that would be, the main support of which would be capitalists masquerading as working men? Shall the ultimate end of civilisation be the perpetual widening of the middle classes? I think if our friend knew as well as I do the terrible mental degradation of our middle classes, their hypocrisy, their cowardice, their joylessness, it would scare him from attempting to use their beloved instrument of amelioration – Parliament.
It is a new Society that we are working to realise, not a cleaning up of our present tyrannical muddle into an improved smoothly-working form of that same ‘order’, a mass of dull and useless people organised into classes, amidst which the antagonism should be moderated and veiled so that they should act as checks on each other for the insurance of the stability of their system.
The real business of Socialists is to impress on the workers the fact that they are a class, whereas they ought to be Society; if we mix ourselves up with Parliament we shall confuse and dull this fact in people’s minds instead of making it clear and intensifying it. The work that lies before us at present is to make Socialists, to cover the country with a network of associations composed of men who feel their antagonism to the dominant classes, and have no temptation to waste their time in the thousand follies of party politics. If by chance any good is to be got out of the legislation of the ruling classes, the necessary concessions are much more likely to wrung out of them by fear of such a body, than they are to be wheedled and coaxed out of them by the continual life of compromise which ‘Parliamentary Socialists’ would be compelled to live, and which is deadly to that feeling of exalted hope and brotherhood that alone can hold a revolutionary party together.

‘Socialism and Politics’, July Supplement, 1885


I say that our business is more than ever Education…
It is too much to hope that the whole working class can be educated in the aims of Socialism in due time, before other surprises take place. But we must hope that a strong party can be so educated. Educated in economics, in organisation, and in administration. To such a body of men all the aspirations and vague opinion of the oppressed multitudes would drift, little by little they would be educated by them, if the march of events would give us time…
To forge this head of the spear which is to pierce the armour of Capitalism is our business, in which we must not fail.

Without an organised political party embodying a theoretical consciousness of socialism, any spontaneous revolt would dissipate its energies and fall to the counter-revolution:

The educational process, therefore, the forming a rallying point for definite aims is necessary to our success; but I must guard against misunderstanding. We must be no mere debating club, or philosophical society; we must take part in all really popular movements when we can make our own views on them unmistakeably clear; that is a most important part of the education in organisation.
Education towards Revolution seems to me to express in three words what our policy should be..

Morris’ warning applied also to any small Socialist group. For Morris, the tactics of Hyndman were premature. A ‘purist’ in his theoretical understanding of socialism he may have been, but Morris viewed actual events as a revolutionary and not as a theoretician, as a politician rather than as an academic - as they were rather than as the books told him they ought to be.

Throughout the twentieth century, marxism in politics struggled to keep subjective and objective factors together. All the objective socialisation, contradictory dynamics and economic crises of capitalism do not make socialism inevitable. Alongside the objective factor there is a need to develop the subjective factor – the moral, political, cultural and organisational capacities of the working class revolutionary agent. Morris argued that the achievement of socialism was the product of two forces. In the first place there is the inner disintegration of capitalist society, which although it is now ‘sweeping onward to the sea of destruction .. yet it may itself create checks – eddies.. in which we now living may whirl round and round a long time’. However

Although commercial ruin must be the main stream of the force for the bringing about revolution, we must not forget the other stream, which is the conscious hope of the oppressed classes, forced into union…’

Socialist Diary, Brit Mus Add MSS 45335

This subjective factor is the second essential element of the attainment of socialism. There are many forces which work to undermine the development of the subjective factor, working against the development of a socialist consciousness amongst the working class. Morris entertained the possibility of a labour movement subsidized by the pickings of imperialism and war resting content with limited reform. ‘The claims of non-Socialist workmen go little beyond the demand for a bigger ration, warmer coat, and better lodging for the slave; and even Socialist workmen, I think, are apt to put their claims too low’. The task facing Socialists who political organised is to ‘aid the conscious attacks on the system by all those who feel themselves wronged by it’:

It is possible that we may live to see times in which it will be easier than now for the labourer to live as a labourer and not as a man, and there is a kind of utilitarian sham Socialism which would be satisfied by such an outcome of times of prosperity. It is very much our business to meet this humbug by urging the workers to sustain steadily their due claim to that fullness and completeness of life which no class system can give them.






Parliament for Morris was a byword for false promises, intrigue, and sharp-tactics. Morris denounces parliament – and by extension parliamentary socialism – as the ‘great myth’ of modern capitalism, an obstacle which stands in the way of revolutionary ideas and their advance. Morris spelled his position out clearly:

We should treat Parliament as a representative of the enemy .. We might for some definite purpose be forced to send members to Parliament as rebels … but under no circumstances to help to carry on their Government of the country .. and therefore we ought not to put forward palliative measures to be carried through Parliament, for that would be helping them to govern us.

Morris to Glasier, May 19th 1887, Glasier p193

In ‘The Policy of Abstention’ Morris attempted to develop the alternative to parliamentary action. ‘The real business of us propagandists is to instil this aim of the workers becoming the masters of their own destinies, their own lives’. With this being done, the workers should organise themselves through trade unions to form ‘a vast labour organisation – the federation according to their crafts .. of all the workmen who have awoke to the fact that they are the slaves of monopoly’. The overarching objective of this labour organisation is the overthrow of capitalism and the achievement of Socialism:

Let them settle … what wages are to be paid by their temporary managers, what numbers of hours it may be expedient to work; let them arrange for the filling of their military chest, the care of the sick, the unemployed, the dismissed: let them learn also how to administer their own affairs.

Hammersmith Minutes, July 31st, 1887; Morris to Glasier, July 27th 1887

One the labour organisation was established and become powerful, there would be the open and ‘conscious opposition of the two powers, monopolist authority and free labour’; this could not but develop into a revolutionary situation. In this context, the policy of parliamentary socialism would enable the monopolists:

to detach a portion of the people from the people’s side, to have it in their midst helpless, dazed, wearied with ceaseless compromise, or certain defeat, and yet to put it before the world as the advanced guard of the revolutionary party, the representative of all that is active or practical of the popular party.

The policy of abstention alone is not enough. The negative repudiation of parliament needs to be supplemented by the positive creation of a truly popular centre outside of and in opposition to Parliament - ‘call it the labour parliament if you will’ – sitting and deliberating at the same time, and whose decrees will be obeyed by the people ‘and not those of the Westminster Committee’. The labour parliament’s weapons of enforcement would be those of the strike, co-operation, and the boycott. The most important aspect of the labour parliament is its existence and functioning as a form of self-education, training the workers in the governing and administration of their own affairs.
 
Morris envisaged the possibility of Socialists in Parliament coming to power, whether by good fortune or intrigue. However, this would not be a conscious revolution. Rather than achieving revolution by their own conscious efforts, the people would have been ‘ignorantly betrayed into Socialism’. In this scenario the revolution would quickly succumb to a counter-revolution (May Morris II pp434-52).

Morris well understood Fabianism and its state socialism and didn’t like it. It was the very antithesis of the socialism that Morris adhered to. Morris understood that Fabianism led ultimately to ‘deadlock’, generating the kind of moral evasions and class attitudes which served to block socialism along the way. 

Bloody Sunday ought to have exposed the true face of class society and the class basis of the state. The mounted police and the batons were the most visible aspects of reaction. The most effective forces of class rule, however, were displayed by the complicity of the ‘free’ Press and the treachery of the professed advocates of freedom in Parliament and public life. ‘Better an honest enemy than a false friend’ John Stuart Mill had once said. Bloody Sunday showed that honest enemies and false friends were in alliance against socialism. Morris came to a new appreciation of the need for strengthened organisation and heightened understanding on the part of the people, if the advance of socialism was to be possible. He saw quite clearly how reaction turned middle class Fabian socialists towards parliamentarism and gradualism. Ralph Miliband’s Parliamentary Socialism is a history of blind alleys and cul-de-sac’s, treachery and betrayal and, above all, failure and pointlessness. William Morris had seen it all coming.





News from Nowhere gives an alternative scenario to the failure of parliamentary socialism. In the future, the workers will be more determined and better organised in their Federation of labour. After Bloody Sunday, Morris came to see his work in a long-term perspective, looking beyond the vicissitudes of the movement in the short term to affirm the need for the establishment of a school of Socialist theory which would be strong enough to endure beyond the failures and errors of political opportunism. To the end of his life, Morris continued to express the view that, sooner or later, the question of revolution would come to the fore.


Sidney Webb placed the exclusive emphasis on the objective socialisation of the capital economy in the attainment of socialism. There was no role in the Fabian vision for the irrationality of class struggle. The alternative to the anarchy of untrammelled competition was the state regulation of industry. For Webb, capitalism was performing an ‘irresistible glide into collectivist Socialism’. Webb’s ‘municipal Socialism’ might seem to work, Morris opined, ‘yet historically it may do nothing of the kind: the highly centralized municipal administration of the Roman Empire did not in the least alter the economic basis of chattel slavery’. Compared to what had been the norm for the working class, parliamentary socialism and the Welfare State was not to be sniffed at, and this was the route taken, with Morris’ talk of ‘the Revolution’ left well behind. Compared to Morris’ ‘peculiar views’, however, pragmatic socialism fell far short of the possible socialist future. Morris saw which way the wind was blowing and expressed his disappointment with respect to the general tendency of the movement:

When we first began to work together, there was little said about anything save the great ideals of Socialism; and so far off did we seem from the realisation of these, that we could hardly think of any means for their realisation, save great dramatic events which would make our lives tragic indeed, but would take us out of the sordidness of the so-called ‘peace’ of civilisation. With the great extension of Socialism, this also is changed. Our very success has dimmed the great ideals that first led us on; for the hope of the partial and, so to say, vulgarised realisation of Socialism is now pressing on us.

The more pragmatic socialism became, the more class struggle was replaced by parliamentary effort. Debates within the movement focused less and less on ends, and concentrated instead upon the question of means. Morris was sceptical that the accumulation of legislative victories could ever amount to the socialist end. The legal Eight Hours’ Day may well be carried, but would bring ‘next to no results either to men or masters’. ‘No permanent material benefit can accrue to [the workers] until Socialism has ceased to be militant, and is merged in the new society’:

For the rest, I neither believe in State Socialism as desirable in itself, or, indeed, as a complete scheme do I think it possible. Nevertheless some approach to it is sure to be tried … The general attention paid to our clever friends, the Fabian lecturers and pamphleteers, is not altogether due to their literary ability; people have really got their heads turned more or less in their direction.

Our business .. is the making of Socialists, i.e. convincing people that Socialism is good for them and is possible. When we have enough people of that way of thinking, they will find out what action is necessary for putting their principles in practice. Until we have that mass of opinion, action for a general change that will benefit the whole people is impossible. Have we that body of opinion or anything like it? Surely not… Though there are a great many who believe it possible to compel their masters .. to behave better to them, and though they are prepared to compel them … all but a very small minority are not prepared to do without masters. They do not believe in their own capacity to undertake the management of affairs, and to be responsible for their life in this world. When they are so prepared, then Socialism will be realised; but nothing can push it on a day in advance of that time.
Therefore, I say, make Socialists. We Socialists can do nothing else that is useful, and preaching and teaching is not out of date for that purpose; but rather for those who, like myself do not believe in State Socialism, it is the only rational means of attaining to the New Order of Things.

Commonweal, November 15th, 1890

Everywhere Morris looked he saw ‘Fabianism’ advancing. This could only result in ‘State Socialism’, a bureaucratic extension of Fabian ‘municipal Socialism’, at best a mere change in the legal deeds to the ownership of property but without any fundamental change in the social relationships. The working class would remain working class. ‘Whereabouts is this municipal Socialism? I should like to find out. I think it must be Socialism for the rich; that is the reason why we cannot find it out…’ (Commonweal, Feb 1st, 1890).

Morris’ virtues could also be political vices. His abhorrence of capitalism could issue in a tendency to reject all partial reforms as compromises or betrayals, whereas Marx saw them as possessing real, tangible material benefit whilst also facilitating the political involvement and education of the working class. The clarity of his vision of Socialist society as an end made Morris hostile towards any advances which savoured more of the re-organisation or ‘improvement’ of capitalism as against its transformation or abolition. The reason that Morris was hostile to piecemeal reforms is because his aim was not the improvement of capitalism but its abolition. An improved capitalism is, no doubt, better than an unimproved capitalism, particularly for the workers with respect to their wages and conditions. But there were not the only two alternatives and not the real alternatives for Morris. “To the Socialist the aim is not the improvement of condition but the change in position of the working classes”. “The view not of improved condition.. for the workers but of essentially changed position” (Justice May Day Special 1895).

Most of all, Morris understood that the turn to state socialism regulating a rational capitalism invited the colonisation of the Socialist movement by the professional, educated middle class, bringing its interests and attitudes to bear over against the workers. Against this potential dissipation of the socialist understanding, Morris emphasised the necessity for ‘making Socialists’. Morris saw the necessity of building a tight nucleus of ‘convinced Socialists’, sustaining a tradition of Socialist theory, which could take control of the movement and give it a lead or, in the very least, survive the errors of reformism which were sure to come.

For Morris, the electoral success of the Labour Party was ‘significant of the change which is coming over working-class opinion; for they must be looked on by everyone not blinded by party politics as a protest against the organised hypocrisy of the two great (?) political parties…’

Now once more it is incumbent on the Socialists whose ideas of Socialism are clear, who know what they are aiming at, to clear the essentials of Socialism from the mere passing accidents of the new form of the struggle between labour and capital. It is our business to show the workers that the essential thing is not an improved administrative machinery … not a more perfect form of joint-stock enterprise than at present .. not a system of understanding between masters and men which would rain wages when the markets were good  .. not mere amelioration of the condition of certain groups of labour, necessarily at the expense of others … not to level down and level up till we are all of us sharing in a poor life, stripped of energy, without art, research or pleasure… But that the essence of our aim is the destruction of property of all kinds, by means of the organisation of work for the benefit of the workers only, and each and all of them. Rise of wages, shortening of hours of labour, better education, etc., all these things are good, even in themselves; but unless they are used as steps towards equality of condition, the inconvenience they will cause to the capitalists will be met by changes in the markets, and in the methods of production, which will make the gains of the workers mere names.

This was the first occasion that Morris recognised the importance of the struggle of and achievement of limited gains and reforms, as ‘steps’ on the road to Socialism. But he finally abandoned his anti-Parliamentary stance, what Marx had condemned as ‘political indifferentism’ with respect to the anarchists. He nevertheless continued to insist, as did Marx, that the revolutionary end be kept in view. ‘I cannot fail to see that it is necessary somehow to get hold of the machine which has at its back the executive power of the country… And that the organisation and labour which will be necessary to effect that by means of the ballot box will be little indeed compared with what would be necessary to effect it by open revolt…’ (Brit Mus Add MSS 45334).

For Morris, socialists had a twofold task, to provide the theory of the struggle in order to give direction to the spontaneous movement of the workers, and to participate alongside the workers in the class struggle, whatever form it took, including parliamentary and municipal elections (Thompson 1976:612). Morris expressed this dual role of practical and theoretical struggle in his lecture on “Communism”.

I am driven to the conclusion that those [i.e. immediate] measures … are of use toward the education of the great mass of the workers; that it is necessary in the present to give form to vague aspiration… Taking up such measures, directly tending towards Socialism, is necessary also in getting working people to raise their standard of livelihood… Lastly, such measures, with all that goes towards getting them carried, will train them into organisation and administration… But this education by political and corporate action must .. be supplemented by instilling into the minds of the people a knowledge of the aims of socialism, and a longing to bring about the complete change which will supplant civilisation by communism.. The measures .. are either make-shift alleviations .. or means for landing us in the new country of equality. And there is a danger that they will be looked upon as ends in themselves.
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